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Abstract
This thesis argues that the relationship that exists among author, text and reader, compels the reader
toward complicity. While a market share of new narrative theory aspires to relieve the writer of his duties
once the text is complete, other theories attest that the writer retains his mastery over meaning, spawned
by an authorial consciousness that leaves the reader somewhat passive, if not impotent, to reality. Thus,
the reader is manipulated by a traditional consciousness of reader as merely interpreter of events that
relinquishes any responsibility on the reader's part of what lies within the text. Yet, a more contemporary
body of literary criticism suggests that there exists a mutual, universal understanding among author, text
and reader which transcends the boarders of a given text, leaving the reader susceptible to complicity. But
how can a reader be held responsible for something he did not create? Is it possible for the reader to
participate in acts that occur in a work of fiction? Using reader-response theory as a foundation, I will
explore these questions to examine the ethical responsibility readers incur in Toni Morrison's Beloved
and Paradise.
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INTRODUCTION
It should come as no surprise that the reader plays an essential role in the fiction of
Toni Morrison. Her methods are--by design--structured to get readers to invest heavily in
the throes of the narrative. In Writing the Moral Imagination, Morrison suggests that the
reader should be free of indoctrination from a native informant to guide him through the
text and should instead experience it himself (5 Smith). She insists that the reader must
venture to familiarize himself with the landscape in which the story exists, even if that
familiarization is never realized. She writes: " ... I want it as the first stroke of the shared
experience that might be possible between the reader and the novel's population" (6).
However, Morrison insists that there exists an economy in storytelling in which all
associates of the narrative (author, narrator, characters, text and readers) must collaborate
to provide functionality to the story and give it life. Her adherence to narrative structures,
which provide multiple points of view as well as a multitude of voices, keeps the story
in perpetual motion in an evolving, recursive environment, while disrupting temporal
modes, and the calculated withholding of information she employs, keep readers actively
involved. Additionally, Morrison's subjects bring to bear a socio-political mandate that
crosses racial, social and economic boundaries, along a continuum that illuminate
contingencies within a broad societal context of justice, identity, and human dignity;
contingencies that entreat a reader's response which has ethical implications and compels
him to complicity.
Yet reader complicity is not confined to a particular author, genre or text. It is a state
of being a participant in the narrative process and operates within the cultural economy
of writers and readers where there exist shared horizons of expectations. To understand
2

how readers come to incur ethical responsibility, one must consider the relationship that
exists among author, text and reader. At its core a work of fiction is predisposed by a
narrative construction of reality which takes as its subject, cultural domains associated
with background knowledge and experiences of both writer and reader. Thus, narrative
emerges as a conventional form of delivery for the author who has a story to tell and
for the reader to whom the story is to be told. It begins with an author with a story, who
imagines a reader that will be compelled to read it. The author considers the
particularities associated with the story, that is, plot elements, narrative style and points
of view, theme and timbre, and locates them within what Jerome Bruner describes as an
intentional state of entailment which connects readers to the text. (7). It supposes a
hermeneutical composite that gives sway to interpretation. Bruner contends that
narratives [fiction] are about people: " ...acting in a setting, and the happenings that befall
them must be relevant to their intentional states while so engaged--to their beliefs,
desires, values, and so on" (7). In other words, the realities in which the story is framed
elicit the appropriate response from the characters involved, juxtaposed to the
circumstances in which they find themselves.
Conversely, as I will discuss later, readers are also compelled to an appropriated
response, which has ethical implications. However, Bruner cautions that intentional state

entailment does not occasion a structured response nor does it lend itself to situational
forecasting: "But intentional states in narrative never fully determine the course of events,
since a character with a particular state might end up doing practically anything...some
measure of agency is always present in narrative [fiction] and agency presupposes
choice. .If [readers] can predict anything, it is how [they] will feel or how [they] will
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perceive the situation" (7). This paradox, ofinviting an appropriate response while
conceding that there really is none, is present whether or not the author realizes it and
offers an explanation ofwhy different readers can come away from a text with different
interpretations. However, while there is space for variance in interpretation in most works
offiction, there are ways in which faulty interpretation can lead to a misreading ofthe
text which could also have ethical consequences not only for the reader but also for the
author and the text itself. In his essay "Critical Indeterminacies" Anthony Hilfer
illustrates this idea in his critique ofCynthia Dubin Edelberg's 1 reading ofToni
Morrison's Bluest Eye where she accuses the narrator ofcondoning the behavior of
Soaphead Church:
"'His sexuality was anything but lewd, his patronage oflittle girls smacked
ofinnocence and was associated in his mind with cleanliness. He was what
one might call a very clean old man.' Edelberg glosses this passage with
'Remarkably the narrator fails to censure him.' She misses not only the
suggestiveness of'smacked ofcleanliness,' and the narrator's dissociation
from what [is] 'associated in his mind and what one 'might call' and the
play on 'dirty old man' but also the irony played out in the entire paragraph
leading up to the lines she quotes which reveal the...hatred ofhis and other
peoples bodies, a precise insight" (92).
Hilfer points out that critiques "go awry" when readers respond to only one pole ofa
dialectic (91 ). Edlelberg is clearly responding from her own point ofreference and fails
to contextualize the offending passage within the broader scope ofthe narrative. The
1

Cynthia Dubin Edelberg, "Morrison's Voices: Formal Education, the work Ethic and the Bible," American

Literature 58 (1986): 22.
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intentional state of Soaphead Church appears to have been manipulated by Morrison,
but when considered within the broad range of the text, it is unmistakably plain that the
paradoxical tags bestowed upon the pedophile ("clean old man,""smacked of
innocence") are misgivings of his own mind. Consequently, Edleberg engages in a
misreading that thwarts her analysis and undermines the text. The ethical implications are
clear: In Edleberg's mind, Soaphead Church has gone unabated while the narrator is
castigated for failing to censor him.
Yet even before the reading process begins, the author-text-reader relationship is
active and functioning within a epistemological framework of knowledge and experience.
Reading can be defined in many ways and yet most people will agree that reading
primarily involves an act of doing between a reader and words or symbols on a page,
though what that act of doing is could fill many pages and would be beyond the purpose
and scope of this thesis; however, I think it is important to consider the process as it has
profound implications on how the reader comes to the text to create an environment in
which the reader bears ethical responsibility. To do this I look primarily to Peter
Rabinowitz to help shed light on reading's elements In Before Reading:
Narrative Conventions and the Politics of interpretation, Rabinowitz begins by asking
the question who is reading (3)? His aim is to explore the ways in which readers' prior
knowledge consisting not just of the epistemological or the experiential, but also of the
conventions of reading, shape their experiences with the literary works they encounter.
Although he is known for his formalists leanings, he contends that there can be no
reading without a reader and that all readers read differently and have different ways of
appropriating the text. He questions explicitly what many other theorists only
5

contemplate which is the position ofthe reader before the act ofreading begins(4).
Rabinowitz describes the reading process as consisting mainly ofan authorial audience
assumed by the author in which the author either consciously or unconsciously imagines
a particular reader and positions the work accordingly, establishing a relationship with
the reader and creating a locus for discourse concerning meaning and authorial intent.
(98).
This figures with Bruner's discussion on narrative construction ofreality.
Rabinowitz approximates three facets that encompass the whole ofthe what reading
really consists of:
(I) Readers operate with a wide range oftacit conventions that greatly
influence their experience with and evaluation of literary works.
(2) This range of conventions is grouped together within four readerly
activities (attending to the most important details, assigning larger
meanings to details, perceiving the text's developing shape and
finding systems ofunity among the details). To these activities
Rabinowitz ascribe the rules ofnotice, signification, configuration
and coherence, which establish conventions that considers reader,
text and author.

(3). The ways in which readers apply these rules have consequences
because ofthe differing perspectives that they bring to the text (45).
Like Rabinowitz, Louise Rosenblatt examines the before ofreading but rejects the idea
that the authorial manipulation has any bearing on the response ofthe reader because
each reading of a given text is different, even from a single reader, positing that each time
6

we read it, we are slightly different people ( 969). She writes:
Through the medium of words, the text brings in to the reader's
consciousness certain concepts, certain sensuous experiences,
certain images of things, people, actions and scenes...the...associations
that these words and images have for the individual reader will
largely determine what the work communicates to him. The reader
brings to the work personality traits, memories of past events, present
needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the moment and a
particular physical condition. These and many other elements
determine his response to the peculiar contribution of the text (31).
While it is true that the reader's background largely determines his response to a given
text, I contend that there are ways in which authors position a text to influence a certain
response (as illustrated in Edelberg's reading of The Bluest Eye). Still Rosenblatt's ideas
are important because they speak to the heart of the relationships created when readers
engage within the authorial consciousness of a text.
Adam Zachery Newton in Narrative Ethics situates narrative as a vehicle for
ethical discourse. He delineates narrative into a triadic structure that includes "narrational
ethics," that is the signifying of the conditions and consequences of the narrative act
itself; representational ethics, which contemplates what's at stake by fictionalizing the
"self' or an "other" and exchanging the "person" for "character"; and hermeneutic ethics:
the ethical and critical accountability the act of reading hold its reader to (17-18).
Newton's triadic structure is one way of expositing how the narrative situation brings
author, reader and text together in a social context to create ethical dimensions whereby
7

the author imagines a reader, then constructs an other to engage that reader.
Consequently, the reader, in getting the story, must paradoxically and simultaneously
substitute the self for an other self while reifying the other self into a simulated reality
involving reconstituted others. The ethical implications associated with this process
compel the reader to complicity in that the reader is endowed with an otherness that
requires a production on his part in making meaning and fulfilling the purpose of the text.
Complicity is a term that has negative connotations, and rightly so because it is
most associated with illegal activity between two or more individuals. Black's Law
Dictionary describes complicity as a state of being an accomplice in the participation of
guilt (Gamer 285). So to ascribe the term to a reader of fiction may seem a bit
immoderate; however, the word complicity really has no equals that would adequately
describe the state of being between reader and text of a work of narrative fiction. To say
that the reader is merely a passive observer does not account for the myriad of responses
that affect the reader during the act of reading which according to Iser is driven by three
main components: the different perspectives represented in the text, the vantage point
from which readers join them together, and the meeting place where they converge (36).
The reader comes to the text and participates in the acts that are taking place. This
participation is not physical in the sense that the reader is actually making contact with
others in the text; rather, it is more metaphysical, psychological and emotional. The idea
that a reader can engage with a narrative, which most often mirrors temporal modalities
associated with real situations and events in the lives of readers, and yet remain detached,
seems implausible. Because narrative techniques have the ability to, and oftentimes do,
control a reader's sensibilities and sympathies for characters and situations, the reader
8

adopts a conventional interest in the story, which is not unlike his own (Foster 4). When
a person reads a story, his emotions are activated and an affective impression is elicited
by the narrative. According to David Oatley, fiction presents a simulation of real-world
problems (177). Though the problems presented in the narrative are simulated, the
emotions that are elicited by them are real and have real consequences for the reader.
These consequences most often manifest themselves as changed or altered emotional,
personal and interpersonal states which move the reader to a point of acceptance, born
out of an acknowledgement of a shared human condition (178). When someone reads a
fictional story, his identification with the characters and emotional involvement in the
story causes the him to sympathize with the characters, and perhaps even experience the
events in the story himself (178). While merely simulating situations do not equate to
complicity, it is in the interpretation and abstraction of the simulation(s) that places the
reader as an accomplice.
Complicity really does get at the core of the state of being between reader and text.
It would be rather simple to say a reader is complicit just by virtue of reading. Certainly
Polish philosopher Roman lngarden and German literary theorist Wolfgang Iser2 would
argue as much; however, the act of reading itself does not implicate the reader in any real
way as to establish complicity between reader and text, although it can be argued that
reading does create a locus for complicity. Complicity requires a willful participation in
and knowledge of a set a factors on the part of the actors that when combined with that of
other principals (those that generally devise the plan or plot, in this case the text and or
the author) create a expectation of moral and ethical culpability . In other words, the state
2

Iser in The Art of Reading (1978) expounds on the work of lngarden which views the reader as the
creator of the work (171).
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of being that is created by the author-text-reader relationship results in causal elements
that have ethical dimensions. In the legal sphere, from which the word complicity is
most associated, causal elements might refer to an instance of material support which
lead to an unlawful act resulting most often in collective harm. On November 19, 1999,
Systems administrator and gun dealer Mark Manes pleaded guilty to illegally selling a
firearm to Dylan Klebold, one of the shooters in the Columbine high school massacre
which took the lives of 13 people, including the two shooters, and wounding dozens of
others. (Pankrast and Simpson 1 ). While Manes had no idea what Kebold was intending,
he was complicit in the shootings due to his collusion, or involvement, with Kebold and
was sentenced to six years in prison (1). It was not necessary that Manes knew what
Kebold and his accomplice were up to, only that Manes' involvement, his material
support, provided causal elements that lead to the incident. I do not mean to suggest,
however, that the reader's complicity should subject him to scrutiny as a law breaker
guilty of wrong doing; it is not within the legal context that I apply the term; however, the
propositions within a narrative that beg for an affective response from the reader create a
nexus which bears ethical responsibility on the part of the reader.

In a literary work, the relationship between reader and text is one of an adaptive
nature that consists of two poles (Iser 279). Iser describes these as artistic and aesthetic:
the artistic pole being the text itself (keeping in mind, as Iser posits, that the text must be
seen as a living event), the aesthetic pole is the realization accomplished by the reader in
the act of reading (279). So the literary work, or the text, can be viewed as a principal
with which the reader enters into a concurrence in order to tell the story or to make
meaning.

In The Reader, the Text, the Poem, Louise Rosenblatt argues that literary
10

works must be seen as stimuli that activate certain elements of the reader's personal life
and experiences (12). Rosenblatt defines reading as a "transaction between the reader
and the work of art" or in this case, the text. She posits that the text is not an object that
exists in isolation waiting to be unraveled, but rather a partner in a transaction that
happens during "a coming-together" of a reader and a text. The reader brings to the text
his past experience and present personality (13). If what Rosenblatt is saying here is true,
and I think it is, then not only is the reader complicit, but there must also exist collusion
or put another way, an agreement between reader and text as part of the transaction
during their "coming together."This agreement can be stated or inferred. What's not clear,
however, is what are the causal elements, generated by the reader-text collusion, who are
the recipients of the collective harm that collusion is likely to cause, and what form does
that harm take. Does the author incur injury by being disinherited of his authorial
ancestry at the hands of reader and text, in consideration of a bit of de facto Intentional
Fallacy? 3 Does the reader's involvement compel him to make judgments or reevaluate his
own position within the simulated reality of the narrative. Or is it the narrative itself that
incurs a loss of sovereignty, being robbed of its intended meaning or being relegated to a
discourse community of deconstructionists, as readers approach the text with diverse
sensibilities and interpretations? These questions speak to a range of ethical
considerations brought to bear by the interactions of reader and text, and speaks to the
epistemological and experiential modalities used by readers to make sense of new or
recurring experiences.

3

theory and title of and an essay by Wimsatt and Beardsley describing the fallacy of ascribing authorial
meaning to the text
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The epistemological framework that scaffolds the ideas, perceptions, and beliefs of
readers, largely consists of indigenous knowledge which is susceptible to socially
constructed interpretation. In other words, the ways in which readers make sense of what
they read are based on a set of social and cultural norms, driven by experience, cognition,
and language, and are actuated within the textual structures of a literary work. As a result,
readers become involved in actions such as judging, yearning, and emoting; " ... actions
that are linked to our values" (Phelan 132). James Phelan asserts that the very act of
reading has ethical dimensions (132), which I will argue give rise to complicity. I come
to this conclusion, which is driven by my curiosity on just what it is a reader is supposed
to do with the information he extracts from the narrative, based on a body of literary
theory that has labored for decades over the economy of the author-text-reader
relationship; theories that while diverse in their views, all seem to point to a textural,
phenomenological focal point that cannot exist without the reader. The implication that
the reader, indeed, bears some responsibility in the reading of a work of fiction is based
on a series of complex factors that include the reader's participation in, and knowledge of,
a moral society that informs his assumptions and expectations within the ethical
framework of reality. These ideas are best articulated through literary theory which
studies the ideas and processes used in the consumption of literary works. It describes
methods and principles used within a wide range of critical activity as they relate to the
analysis of literary works of art. Practitioners of literary theory come from various
philosophical and psychological perspectives and apply theoretical ideas from a range of
disciplines, including semiotics, socio-cultural and cognitive sciences.
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Approaches to Reader-Response
Of particular interest to this thesis 1s reader-response theory. Reader-response
focuses on the importance of the reader's role m interpreting texts. It supposes that
readers create meaning through a transaction with the text through the application of his
experience and knowledge. Reader-response rails against the idea that the text in a
literary work is a fixed object with inherent meaning that cannot be negotiated, and
espouses the idea that a subjective response is the appropriate response in that readers
will interpret what they read based on who they are: their experiences and frame of
reference. Within reader-response, are a number of approaches, that while diverse in their
application, all focus on the reader as the pinnacle of meaning. They include:
Phenomenological, Psychological, and Socio-cultural. I will briefly review these
approaches in anticipation of more in-depth discussion later.

Phenomenological Approaches
Reader-response from an phenomenological standpoint brings to bear the reader's
experience and cultural awareness. Literary works must be seen as stimuli that activate
certain elements of the reader's personal life and experiences. This occurs through a
transaction between the reader and the work of art. When a reader comes to a literary
work, he must consider not only the actual text, but also what is involved in responding to
it (Iser, The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach). The text renders various
perspectives which readers conceptualize in the process of reading. As a result the
reader, engaging with the text, sets the work in motion. Readers receive literary works
against their horizon of expectations consisting of their current knowledge and
perceptions (Jauss, Toward an Aesthetics ofReception). The idea here is that
13

interpretation, within literary hermeneutics, does not only consider the aesthetic character
of the text to be interpreted, but rather makes the aesthetic character the foundation of the
interpretation itself. Thus the reader in "wielding" his world view upon the aesthetic
nature of the text is altering it in some way which positions him as ethically responsible
in his interpretation .

Psychological Approaches
Psychoanalytical literary criticism pertains to literary criticism that embodies
interpretations of mind that attempts to account for human artifacts of a literary work of
art and originates from assumptions about the psychology of humans who make, experi
ence or are portrayed, in literature. Psychoanalytical literary theory originated with the
ideas of Sigmund Freud. The conscious constructions of literary artists are disguised
versions of repressed desires, and what motivates the dream is the pleasure principle in
which one's unconscious desires are magically fulfilled (Freud, Beyond the Pleasure
Principle). Accordingly, the reader's conscious filters the desires and fantasies of his
unconscious in an effort to discover those that are acceptable, which can then be applied
to the process of constructing and reconstructing the text. This shows that while most of
the processes involved with fantasy fulfillment take place below the conscious level,
there is an awareness within the reader's consciousness of the expectation that there is
something to be gained in the process of reading; however, this awareness does not
always surface during the act of reading. Consequently, the reader becomes complicit
unwittingly. Another way of looking at the psychology of reader-response is in its
tendency to reflect readers identities. Nonnan Holland views all criticism a psycho
logical criticism, and expounds on this notion by positing that reader-response is guidi;:d
14

by the deep-seated psychological needs of the reader and suggests that as individuals
read, they seek out identity themes and will search for remnants of the self, and then work
to replicate the self within in the literary work (5 Reader's Reading). This process of
reconstruction allows the reader to assimilate with the text in order to make sense of it.
Holland calls the process that readers use to recreate the self the defense-transformationidentity model (DEFT).
It begins with the expectations that the reader has about a literary work. The success
with which the reader achieves these expectations depends on the individual reader.
What one reader finds enjoyable, another may find repulsive. When readers expectations
are met, it is usually articulated in terms of its content. Ironically, it is the reader himself
who gives the content its psychological being. Readers make use of the content to
recreate the self in order to get pleasure and gratification. They experience fleeting
moments of anticipation as they reconstruct the text. This anticipation eventually
dissipates into realizations as readers begin to experience feelings of emotion which
activate psychological filters to manage the content. Defense is next; it runs in the
background of the unconscious and kicks in automatically when impulses signal that the
reader is experiencing something unpleasant such as anxiety and guilt. The reader uses
adaptation /defense strategies which run concurrently, tempering the reader's reaction. If
the reader has been transported4 in the story, the adaption/defense mechanism may not
filter out all of the latent content; 5 however, if what the unpleasantness the reader is

4

Narrative Transportation Theory: The mental state of the reader whereby he becomes lost in the story
and adopts the intentions and attitudes thereof. Victor Neil, Lost in a Book: The Psychology of reading for
pleasure (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988).
5
Content such as fantasies and desires held in the reader's unconscious that gets filtered in the
reconstruction process. (Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle 2003).
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experiencing becomes excessive, the defense mechanism will repulse and draw
the reader away (Holland). Thus, the reader will then be left with the experience which
may alter his identity theme.
Holland suggests that readers perceive a literary work like anything else outside of
them, through sensory projection. The brain transforms the images within the text into to
three-dimensional figures that are shaped in the reader's mind. Likewise, the text reflect
the reader's needs and desires which have been projected on to it by the reader, and is
reconstructed along with the reader's identity. This is the point where interpretation
begins. The final phase is Fantasy. Fantasy as alluded to earlier, is a product, along with
dreams, of the pleasure principle which describes our secret desires. According to
Holland, because our experiences from the past and our current perceptions shape how
we view the world, we are in constant motion for those things that bring us pleasure and
in avoidance of those things that are distasteful. However, literature provides a sort of
safe laboratory with which to impose our fears and our desires. The act of reading
activates story and propels us into an altered state of reality where we can experience our
most wished for desires knowing the consequences within our outer reality are unlikely,
and since the defense mechanism is fully automatic, the boldness with which the we can
approach can up the satisfaction of fulfilled expectations; thus, accomplishing the readers
goal. The final phase of Deft is transformation, or as Holland describes it, the "final take
away." Here the reader transforms his fantasies into an experience of abstract relativism.
The people and situations encountered in the act of reading exact a certain lived
experience for the reader in ways that may or may not fit in with his actual lifestyle. The
takeaway could be moral, philosophical or personal; personal in that the reader in
16

recreating the self, may have uncovered hidden elements of his identity which could
have outer reality implications. Nonetheless, the reader now has a point of reference to
add to his identity theme which could alter it in ways that may change his
adaptation/defense strategy for the next reading.
The ideas of Holland are important to the idea of complicity because they illustrate
processes of the mind which make the reader susceptible past the point of merely picking
up a book and reading it: processes that beg for a response from the reader. David Bleich

best known as the founder of subjective criticism, concurs with Holland's position that
reading is a psychological process driven by identity; however, similar to Rosenblatt,
Bleich rejects the idea that the text plays a significant role in the interpretation of
meaning. In Readings and Feelings, Bleich contends that a symbolic object (such as a
text) is fully reliant upon a perceiver for its existence and becomes a functional object
only by virtue of being rendered so by the perceiver: The work itself would have no
existence at all if it were not read.
According to Bleich, the reader arrives at meaning by psychologically probing his
responses which are constructs of his epistemological and experiential framework and
articulates them against his own feelings. He contends that the real truth about a literary
work is that it has no meaning or truth outside of that which is established by the reader.
That is not to suggest that the text is not real in itself; the words on the page can be
categorized as verbs and nouns for example. However, as Bleich points out, this
categorizing does not qualify as literary experience. In other words, if a literary text is to
have any role other than sensing data, it must happen under the authority of a reader's
17

response, and that response according to Bleich is subjective. Yet, the literary work is an
object, but not in the same sense as other objects which maintain their objectiveness,
whether or not they are exposed to subjective interpretation of another. Subjective
criticism holds that a literary work exists only as a symbolic object and is lacking in its
material existence, a function outside of the reader. In other words, when a reader
engages with the text, the text (as a symbol or series of symbols) is reconstructed and
assimilated into the reader's consciousness and is then used to construct meaning.
However, Bleich contends that while the interpretive process begins with the individual
reader, it does not end there, nor does the interpretation of the individual necessarily
translate to truth. He sees subjective literary criticism as having a role to play in the social
and psychological economy of communities and suggests that the standard of truth, as it
pertains to literary matters, is deferred upon a community that reflects a common
subjective value to evaluate the social viability of interpretation. Put another way, In
order for interpretive truths involving a text to be validated, the interpretive community
must come to a consensus. Bleich cautions, however, that just because a literary
community rallies around a particular interpretation, does not mean that it is enshrouded
in truth. This means that the ethical ramifications associated with interpretive
communities could have wider consequences that transcend the author-text-reader
relationship, simultaneously implicating a body of readers to complicity.

Social Approaches
Socio-cultural literary theory within reader-response examines a literary work from a
cultural, social, and political perspective. It explores the effects that a literary work has
on a broader society and looks to literature as a way of reflecting and reconstructing the
18

concurs. Like other divisions ofreader-response, this approach considers the transaction
between reader and text and tries to extrapolate the methods involved in the interpretive
process. It is approximate to reception theory because it not only emphasizes the cultural
and social affections ofreaders, but also values discourse about race and gender. It holds
to the notion that a single, correct reading is not possible but rejects the idea that the text
is insignificant in the creation ofmeaning (Fish Stylistics). In Surprised by Sin, Stanley
Fish contends that the reader in Milton's "Paradise Lost" is fundamentally part ofthe
poem and suggests that by reading it, the reader becomes a participant. Fish maintains
that the proper object for analysis is not the work, but the reader. He contends that
meaning is not to be mistaken for the message contained in a unit ofdiscourse, nor can it
be extracted from the text . He posits that it is inherently inaccurate to even suggest that
words possess meaning within the context ofthe interaction between reader and text, and
that meaning is acquired as a result ofthe inherent relationship between the formal
characteristics ofthe text and the cognitive and psychological capacities ofthe mind-
with considerations given to a reader's experiences (Stylistics). As a function ofthe
interpretive process, it is not productive to extract meaning resulting in the actual reading
ofthe text and that interpretation relates to how the reader reacts to what is being read.
In other words, the locus ofmeaning originates in the act ofreading, not in what is being

read. Reading becomes a process consisting of the experiencing of events (through the
text) driven by temporal modalities that result in psychological changes within the
reader's consciousness. However, Fish's main point ofcontention with the New Critics
is that the text's objectiveness does not exists; it is an optical illusion and in no way
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confers meaning6 . Yet it is the uncanny physicality of the text the readers see with its
language, structure, and symbolism that render the text tempting as a source of meaning.
In Is There a Text in This Class, Fish chronicles through a series of essays, the
evolution of his theories. As previously stated, he first sets out to debunk the ideas of the
New Critics, namely Wimsatt and Beardsley's Affective Fallacy. He counters it by
suggesting that to set interpretive value in the text is futile since the text itself is a
previous interpretation of the author: his thoughts, experiences and imaginings. Fish does
not deny the importance of the text's structure in that its form serves as the experiential
element through which meaning is acquired, but he asserts that the interpretive value of it
cannot be trusted since it amounts to an interpretation itself. While this idea seems
plausible, it is riddled with contradictions as it suggests that a text has no interpretive
value while at the same time ascribing interpretive value to it. Fish eventually comes to
the conclusion that readers interpret text within interpretive communities. He describes
them as groups who would interpret a text the same way by applying a set of shared
values, purposes and experiences. Interpretive communities begin with the informed
reader: an individual who is proficient as a reader and is well-versed in literary discourse
from minor literary devices to the full range of genres (Text). The informed reader has a
keen understanding of how the words on a page function in relation to the utterances the

words form. He recognizes that literature is not constrained by its texts and that it is not
arbitrarily rendered by the will of a given individual; instead, it is defined by way of
consensus within a community of readers who make the decision on what will be

6

New Criticism is not included in this review because it rejects the idea of affective responses and thus,
has little to offer; however, it is worth mentioning because in its conscious rejection of the reader, New
Criticism infers consideration of the reader.
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acceptable as interpretation. Fish maintains that the meaning of a text continues to be
established by what the reader brings to it; however, the validation of that interpretation
becomes the work of a collective which makes it possible for the existence of some
agreement on the meaning of a text. Wayne Booth posits a similar idea, except that the
communities he speaks of are relegated more toward discourse for the purposes of
expanding the perspectives of members within the community. He rejects the idea that a
community of readers propose an interpretation without first examining it (Rhetoric of
Fiction).
While fish contends that the community pre-determines how a text is to be
interpreted, Booth asserts that the work must first be examined to evaluate the extent to
which the values produced by the work are consistent or inconsistent with those of the
reader. Booth not only considers this good reading, but views neglecting this type of
inquiry as irresponsible because it could allow for uncritical acceptance within the
discourse community. Unlike Holland, Booth stresses that idea that reading communities
must maintain a critical posture within the discourse community. What is needed,
according to Booth, is an ethical response that includes expanding the relationship with
the text by examining our own responses as well as those within the community. In doing
so, it will engender an openness of other perspectives that will increase our capacity for
understanding of others as well as ourselves. This model would not work in Fish's
interpretive communities because they do not make room for disagreement. This is not to
say that responses within Fish's interpretive communities are unethical, on the contrary,
they serve an intended purpose which as I have exposited differs from that of the
discourse communities Booth imagines. Yet, Fish's views and ideas are not easy to
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extrapolate as he seems a bit arbitrary in his explanations; he provides no real conceptual
framework with which to place his ideas against the backdrop of literary criticism, and he
is vague as to how interpretive communities help solve the problem--to the extent that it
is a problem--of the reader being managed by the text. What he seems to infer is that
reading is an act initiated by the reader who, as a member of a community, brings
interpretive acumen to the text to establish an agreed upon meaning. Yet, his views are
important and are relevant to my cause as they position the reader in a transactional
relationship with the text and because they do align with the overall position of reader
response which puts the reader, whether part of a community, or as an individual, at the
center of the interpretive process.
The body of literature that I've chosen to illuminate in this section is that which is
most associated with the various divisions of reader-response theory. It covers various
facets that characterize the human condition with respect to the knowledge and
experiences of authors and readers. It captures the psychological and philosophical
processes associated with reading and serves as a lens through which to view issues
associated with race, gender, hegemony and identity. the theorists therein serve as
standard bearers for the ideas and scholarship within their respective areas. While there
are many others whose contributions are no less notable, it is not within the scope of this
survey to render the "all" of reader-response theory, but it is to examine the ways in
which reader-response proposes an ethical component in the act of reading and positions
the reader to complicity.
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Why Toni Morrison?
I choose the fiction of Toni Morrison with the idea that she, perhaps more than
others, understands the paradigms with which narrative fiction is being examined. She
approaches the reader with a degree of premeditation from various vantage points.
Morrison's keen sense of human nature, coupled with her narrative style broadens
the meaning of story which compels the reader to participate in a search for clarity within
the narrative, thus prompting the reader to evaluate his own perceptions about morality,
race and hegemony, against the weight of acts within the text that are seemingly
justifiable, if not socially acceptable. Morrison is deliberate in her collusion with the
readers and is unapologetic in luring them into a conspiracy with the text. She pits text
and reader against each other using character as a moral measuring stick to erode the
stability of the epistemological framework which informs the reader's perception of
reality and truth; good and evil. As a result, the reader subjugates his own perceptions for
those of an inferred reader of the author's choosing. Jan Furman asserts in Toni
Morrison's Fiction that Morrison pushes to the edge of endurance extraordinary and un
speakable acts ordinary people are capable of committing (5). Morrison delves out
horrendous and distressing themes that while not unrealistic, tend to catch the reader off
guard, forcing the reader, along with Morrison's characters, to the breaking point. While
Morrison creates space for her characters to act as her surrogates, she does so with the
intentions of moving her readers from curious bystanders to willing coconspirators.
Morrison writes from a place of consciousness that is endowed with ambiguity which
forces the reader to strike out on his own and engage the text with a certain
determination, but that this determination is guided by a dense gullibility, further
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implicating the reader within the text. Roberta Rubenstein asserts that Morrison
maintains authority, to a large degree, by withholding meaning, not just from the reader,
but from the characters and narrators themselves, creating a narrative that "places in the
reader's hand" the responsibility ofconstructing meaning ofthe text (44). This ambiguity
allows Morrison to retain ownership of meaning, while placing the task ofconstructing it
in the hands ofreaders. What makes Morrison worthy ofthis type ofinquiry as opposed
to others is that many writers offiction infer an ethical response from the reader by
posing binary, textural elements within a framework of thematic universality. The
reader's response is driven solely by his frame ofreference and the presuppositions that
he brings to the text. As eluded to earlier, it operates just out ofreach ofthe conscious
mind giving way to obliviousness because the text requires no more. However in
Morrison, there is an acute awareness within the author-text-reader economy of her
fiction whereby the reader acclimates himselfto the work ofpiecing together the text
which lie in fragments as a puzzle on the dining room table: The reader sees it and knows
what lies ahead. The judgment he will have to make is more than just a response, it is the
reading process itself so that there is an immediate awareness of the ethical conundrum
facing him.
This thesis will argue that the reader's participation in bringing forth the story in Toni
Morrison's Beloved and Paradise is not only required, but also expected , and that the
reader's participation comprises ethical dimensions which compel him to complicity. I
will begin with a discussion ofthe literature pertaining to reader-response theory which
will encompass reader-text ethics and how ethical dimensions are situated. I briefly look
at New Criticism as a point ofentry into a broader discussion on reader-response theory,
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which began in earnest around the 1960s, but I will reflect just a bit on the evolution of
literary criticism in general. While it is true that literary criticism has a long and sorted
history dating before Aristotle's Poetics in the 4th century BC, it is during the period of
the post-constructionists (1960s-1970s) that serious consideration is given to the reader. It
is not my intention, however, to present a survey ofliterary criticism viewed through a
historical lens, but rather to establish a rudimentary foundation of the ways in which the
reader has been and remains relevant, if not essential, even as much of the school of
literary criticism has sought to relegate the reader to the shadows. I will focus a bit on
psychoanalytical criticism as articulated by Norman Holland and David Bleich who
posits that the relationship between reader and story is linked to man's struggle between
the death drive and the pleasure/reality principal, theorized by Sigmund Freud. Finally, I
will discuss how the various theories interplay in selected works of Toni Morrison, as
well as her own sensibilities concerning narrative, that lead to my conclusion that reader
complicity is ever present in her fiction and that understanding this complicity creates
space for further discourse on the reader's role from an ethical perspective.

CHAPTER I
Developing a Case for the Reader
Since Plato's Republic and Aristotle's Poetics, the reader (or audience) had always
faired prominently in literary criticism, though the views varied significantly. Plato's
criticism targeted the text (unless didactic in nature) and art in general as unworthy
imitations, and that while aesthetically pleasing( to the extent that it is), requires little in
the way of imagination and creativity on the part of the creator, and renders the audience
predisposed to corruption: "Then the imitative poet who aims at being popular is not by
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nature made. Nor is his art intended to please or affect the rational principle in the soul;
but he will appeal rather to the lachrymose and fitful temper which is easily imitated"
(Richter 937). Plato scourges the poet for his lack of truth, positing that imitation will
bypass the reader's sense of reason, opting instead for the "baser" sensibilities that drive
the emotions of men. Aristotle also viewed art as mimetic but stopped short of
identifying it as mere imitation. He thought that to render reality within a work of art
equated to a higher form of creativity than that of even the craftsman. According to
Aristotle, imitation is organic to humanity; the artist translates reality into a different
medium, then releases into the world from which it came as a reinterpreted artifact that is
more universal to a wider audience (57). He writes:
For the process of imitation is natural to mankind from childhood on:
Man is differentiated from other animals because he is the most imitative
of them, and he learns his first lessons through imitation, and we observe
that all men find pleasure in imitation. The proof of this is what actually
happens in life...Thus men find pleasure in viewing representations
because it turns out that they learn and infer what each thing is (61).
Aristotle alludes that much of man's universal knowledge is the sum of abstract
experience with representations of actualities. For the reader of poetry, the mimetic
experience Aristotle speaks of connects the reader to the world in which he lives. As a
result, the reader has a better understanding of himself. However, the arrival of
Romanticism nearly 1800 years later unseated the audience as the focal point of literary
criticism and instead heralded the brilliance of the author. William Wordsworth
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authenticates this sentiment when he writes in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads that poetry
is "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings" (395). Wordsworth further explicates
that the quality of poetry is not to be found in the writings of critics, but in those of the
poets themselves (Preface). However, this sentiment was a departure from views he had
just several years earlier which were more Aristotelian in nature.

At that time,

Wordsworth positions the reader at the very center of his writings: " I have proposed to
myself to imitate, and, as far as possible, to adopt the very language of men...I wish to
keep my Reader in the company of flesh and blood, persuaded that by so doing I shall
interest him" (395). Wordsworth capitalizes the word 'readers' for emphasis and purposes
to heighten the understanding of the reader while purifying his affections.

New Criticism
Toward the middle of the twentieth century, a shift toward formalism began to
trouble the sensibilities of literary critics who thought the author or poet to be the catalyst
of literary text, worthy of inquiry. This shift lead emphasis away from the creator of the
work and focused on the text itself, and by the middle of the twentieth century, the New
Criticism, which dismissed both author and reader considerations, had firmly entrenched
itself in the annuls of literary criticism, creating a structural paradigm that stood on the
shoulders of W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley. Wimsatt and Beardsley were by
no means the precursors of the New Criticism; however, for formalists, their essay "The
Intentional Fallacy" became the authoritative manifesto by which a literary work of art
was to be judged. The Intention Fallacy pertains to a body of literary theory that proposes
to ascribe authorial intent to a literary work and that this intent exists as the subject of
inquiry for the critic. Wimsatt and Beardsley view criticism which considers authorial
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intention in a work as committing the intentional fallacy. They define intentional fallacy
as "a confusion between the poem and its origins... "(Richter 811). Wimsatt and Beardsley
argue that the "design or intention" of the author is neither accessible (the reader has no
immediate way of ever knowing), nor for that matter desirable, as a litmus for judging a
literary work (811), positing that the ideal measure of a literary work of art is the work
itself. For the New Critics, meaning was to be found within the text itself and only
within the text; it was seen as a totally integrated repository of interpretation. Cleanth
Brooks (Well Wrought Urn) referred to the text as a "verbal icon" whose structure was
objectively printed on the page and in no way reliant upon a subjectivist plea for authorial
intent (245). The reader then had the responsibility of discovering what the correct
interpretation was. Brooks went on to say that the text not only serves as a "linguistic
vehicle" that communicates the thing most "poetically" but it is the only vehicle that
communicates the thing accurately (74). Wimsatt and Beardsley also address the idea of
reader interpretation in a companion article called the "Affective Fallacy" which again
ascribes the ultimate value of a literary work to the work itself, but negates the reader's
response as having any useful in interpretive meaning.
Where intentional fallacy is "a confusion between a poem and its origins, the
affective fallacy is the confusion between the poem and its results (what it is and what it
does)"( 31). According to Wimsatt and Beardsley, the affective fallacy begins by
attempting to develop a standard of criticism based on the psychological effects of a
literary work and ends in "impressionism and relativism" which renders the work itself,
as an object of critical judgm ent, indiscernible (31.) What is striking about the "Affective
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Fallacy," at least as far as this thesis is concerned, is that it engenders a priori argument
in favor of the reader, while posing to set the reader adrift (along with the author).
Wimsatt and Beardsley claim that criticism, which considers reader interpretation and
response, produces unhelpful oversimplifications because it depends too heavily on the
varied and subjective reactions of various readers to be of any value (Bryson 1 ).
However, the claim that the subjective reactions of various readers result in over
simplification seems a bit disingenuous because it infers that all readers are critics, and
while New Criticism seeks to be objective, it can never be so since objectivity requires a
set of unequivocal truths (the first of which, according to the likes of Friedrich
Schleiermacher and Edmund Husserl, is that there is no meaning outside of the text--let
things appear as they are (Eagleton 55)--that do not exist unilaterally in a literary work of
art and thus, I would argue, cannot be codified. I do not mean to say that processes for
arriving at truth cannot be uniformly applied to the text to extrapolate meaning; however,
I do contend that truth must be contemplated against a reality in order for truth to bear its
existence. The locus of truth does reside within the fabric of the text but lies inert in want
of a stimulus with which to interact and reveal itself. Conversely, the reader/critic is
armed with presuppositions that is in want of a stimulus to reveal himself through these
presuppositions. The catalyst then is the epistemological duality between language and
understanding--where text, which is encoded by the author who has labored thoughtfully
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upon every word--meets reader who accepts or rejects what he sees based on an historical
ideal of what should be. The result is anything but scientific; as Wimsatt and Beardsley
might consider the critic the control and the text, the constant while making no provision
for Samuel Johnson called the "common reader," which in this illustration would serve
as the variant. Martin Heidegger in Being and Time, argues against the idea that historical
knowledge can be objective. He contends that man is not estranged from his experiential
sensibilities and when faced with a text, he finds himself "thrown into" a world of
language that will require reorientation (179). Heidegger posits that the interpreter of a
text will undoubtedly find himself in a hermeneutical orbit in which prior understanding
always reads into [present] understanding ( 179).
However, Wimsatt and Beardsley do not altogether refute the relevance of authorial
intention or reader interpretation when they make the distinction between two types of
evidence for the meaning of a literary work. They are internal, which is what is pubic,
discoverable only through semantics and syntax filtered through the reader's epistemological frame of reference and is associated with language (Bryson 1), and External,
which is apart from the work's linguistic properties and consists of revelations about how
the work came into being and why the author wrote the work (1). Each of these forms of
evidence, while considered trivial pursuits by Wimsatt and Beardsley, bear
consideration. In the first instance the use of language serves not only as a vehicle of
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delivery, but it provides the infrastructure upon which any kind of discourse must occur.
Walker Gibson, in his article "Authors, Speakers, Readers and Mock Readers" infers
that language commands the affections of both author and reader, but it is the reader who
upon experiencing the language, takes on a persona that allows him to exist in the text.
He writes: "The fact is that every time we open the pages of a new piece of writing
we are embarked upon a new adventure in which we become a new person ...subject to
the degree of our literary sensibilities, we are recreated by the language. We assume, for
the sake of the experience, that set of attitudes and qualities which the language asks us to
assume, and if we can't we throw the book away (265). Gibson argues that it is language
that creates space for author, speaker and reader to coexist in order for what he calls the
"mock reader" to partake in the experience (266). Secondly, if we concur with the idea
that meaning can be found either hermeneutically or biographically, which provides
external evidence of authorial intent, we must also believe in the existence of textual
ambiguity or some other withholding in the language that precipitates the need to seek
external evidence, which may never happen since ambiguity, as I mentioned earlier, will
mostly likely result in the construction of meaning by the reader.
Still the new critics, beset by the necessity to account for human emotion in literary
works attempted to incorporate into their structuralists ideology the "objective
correlative" which was defined by T.S. Eliot and consisted of a verbal formula for a
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given state of emotion, that when employed, will evoke only that emotion. Eliot writes,
"...the only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an 'objective
correlative'; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be
the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must
terminate in sensory experience, are given the emotion is immediately evoked" (Goldfarb
96). Here, the New Critics argue that for every emotion that is rendered, there is a
universal set of events and given situations that fits a particular emotion and causes it to
be displayed. While the objective correlative became a popular idea to the New Critics, it
was quickly repudiated by others7 as untenable. And rightly so as I shall point out later,
emotional response, while predictable to some extent, cannot be relegated to a single
stimulus, but rather is contingent upon a sign. New Criticism, as a form of structuralism,
turned its attention to form and structure, and rallied around a fixed meaning that could
only be discovered externally. It calls for an aesthetic that economizes language for its
own purposes and makes only modest concessions for the artist and the audience.
However, even as New Critics sought to relegate author and reader to relative obscurity,
It became increasingly apparent that the reader had a role to play, as questions began to
surface about New Criticism's reliance (and in fact structuralism in general) on a preeminent model of universality based on an ideal signified/signifier (Richter 848).

7

J. Dover Willson What Happens to Hamlet (Cambridgez: Cambridge Univ. Press
Andre Gide (1949) Partisan Review
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Before I move on, I think it would be helpful to briefly mention Structuralism, which
is a way of looking at a body of literature within a particular framework, and is the school
of literary criticism from which New Criticism comes. Structuralism concerns itself with
form focusing on the structure of a literary work and the use of a specific language in the
work, which when juxtaposed to another particular work, would meet certain criteria
(Richter 848). Ferdinand de Saussure, who is most often associated with Structuralism,
posits that language consists of arbitrary units that are void of conceptuality and meaning
until they are acquired through a language system. For Saussure, that system consisted of
signs ( 848). According to Saussure, a sign is a unit of language made up of form (the
"signifier") and the real-world object or concept (which is the "signified"), he notes that if
we take, for instance, the sign "open," we understand that the form of the word "o-p-e-n"
functions as a unit (signifier) and is paired with the signified concept that perhaps a
particular "store" is open for business (Richter 887). There is no inherent connection
between the form (signifier=open) of the word and its object (signified=store); however,
these connections are ordered by the social economy in which the language functions
(888). In other words, language is a social product that relies on a community of
individuals in order for the language to function. Saussure does not specifically mention
the role of the reader in this process; however, the inference is if the sign system is to be
operational, it will have to rely on the reader.

Deconstruction
Toward the late 20th century Jacques Derrida defined a movement that sought to
usurp the ideas of Structuralism, specifically those of the New Criticism, which set the
locus of meaning of a literary work outside of the text. He coined the movement
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deconstruction (802). Like Saussure's, Derrida's theory included units of language which
he called signifiers that like Saussure's, contain no inherent meaning relative to other
units; however the divergence lies in the connection between units. According to Derrida,
the units operate as free radicals; he emphasized that units of language are unstable and
could not be trusted to convey any real truths. Post-structuralism is born out of this
context. It recognizes this lack of fixed or inherent meaning, but also acknowledges the
need for language to acquire meaning (Tyson 18). Post-structuralism is less defined as a
single movement than is structuralism.
Additionally a number of literary theories fall under the auspices of post
structuralism, including gender theory and reader-response criticism (18), which I will
later discuss at some length. These theories fit well under post-structuralism as they
concur with the overarching idea that meaning does not exist outside a text, and that the
meaning of a text is not fixed but contingent (how a reader might interpret it) and
unstable( that interpretations will vary) (190). For example, poststructuralism maintains
that systems like those of the Structuralists explained earlier, are hollow constructs and
cannot be trusted to develop meaning. By questioning the process of developing meaning,
post-structural theory shifts the locus of meaning to a phenomenological position that
speaks with a philosophical voice and propels the acquisition of knowledge into what
Jacques Derrida called "freeplay": "The concept of centered structure..is contradictorily
coherent...the concept of centered structure is in fact the concept of a freeplay which is
constituted upon a fundamental immobility and a reassuring certitude, which is itself
beyond the reach of the freeplay" ( Richter 878-879). Lois Tyson in her book Critical

Theory Today illustrates the idea of language freeplay to demonstrate what Derrida
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refers to as the unreliability of language:
1. Time (n.) flies (v.) like and arrow (adv. clause) = Time passes quickly, [fast as an
arrow].
2. Time (v.) flies (obj) like and arrow (adv. clause) = ... Time the speed of flies as you
would time the speed of an arrow.
3. Time flies (adj+ n.) like (v.) an arrow (obj.)= Time flies are fond of an arrow (250).
It is the position then, of poststructuralists, that if language cannot be relied upon to
convey truth, then truth has no real platform with which to present itself, and language
systems such as the sign used by structuralists are left in a state of inadequacy for the
purposes of conveying meaning. But language is not the only thing that is displaced by
deconstruction. The Narrative, and the author are also targets. The narrative boxes the
reader in to an interpretation that is linier which does not examine the reader's full scope
of experiences. It does so by presenting the text in a single, chronological manner.
Narratives also, according to deconstructionalists, contain themes that are "universal,"-good always triumphs over evil--but do not reflect the realities of all readers (252).
Conversely author's become displaced, as the authority over the work is subjugated by
the reader as the reader's role in interpreting the text becomes the chief activity; at least
one member of the structuralists camp may have been convinced. Roland Barthes in
"Death of the Author" took a transitional stance, favoring deconstruction and the reader:
...a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue ...but there is one place where this multi
plicity is focused and that place is the reader...classical criticism has never paid
any attention to the reader...the writer is the only person in literature.. .it is
necessary to overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the cost
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of the death of the Author (Richter 892).
However, Derrida was quick to point out the deconstruction is not just about
dismantling, the system; he insists that the overturning of the system creates space in
which to reevaluate it, and while he was a bit critical of formalists structures that relied
on a set of external responses to validate the meaning of a literary work, he does so not
with the intention to tear them down. He writes: "Deconstruction cannot limit or
proceed immediately to a neutralization: it must practice an overturning of the classical
opposition and a general displacement of the system. It is only on this condition that
deconstruction will provide itself the means with which to intervene in the field of
oppositions that it criticizes... " (328).

CHAPTER II
The Reader Emerges
Reader-Response Theory

Between the late 1960s and early 1970s, a movement toward relativism, as well as
more philosophical approaches toward literary criticism, which concerned itself with the
individual, began to challenge the dogmatic doctrine of the New Critics. Their objectified
stance of reality, together with their prescriptiveness, which rejected any and all calls for
an affective response, began to weaken under the weight of an increasing demand for

human cognition, self appropriation and phenomenological pursuits, as the era became
characterized as "the culture of narcissism" (Harker 28). The result was a loss of appetite

for the formalist structure and the unwavering demands of New Criticism. This paved the
way for a group of critics whose primary concern was the role of the reader in the
construction of meaning within a text, and along with them, reader-response criticism.
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While there are variances within reader-response criticism, the prevailing notion is that
meaning does not reside solely in a static text structure and that it is the responsibility of
the reader to extract it. In other words, meaning happens as a result of an encounter
between reader and text. In fact, meaning is not just discovered by the reader, according
to W. John Harker, but it is created by him (29). Thus, the reader is no longer regarded as
the recipient of meaning, but rather the maker of it. Reader-response criticism, like
deconstruction, is not a centrally unified position of literary criticism, but rather an
ideology belonging to

a group of individuals who believe that the reader is an

imperative, and that in order to understand the text, one must rely on the processes
readers use to make meaning of it (Tompkins xi). Because the locus of reader-response
within a framework of literary criticism can be difficult to place, untangling the
multiplicity of critical perspectives within the theory can be an arduous process. Harker
refers to it as a "Wonderland" of contemporary literary theory (29), represented by what
seems to be a convergence of categorical indices that aims to identify the reader's role.
To illustrate this, Harker calls attention to a host of theorists (four of which I have
included) who view the reader through various lenses: Wolfgang Iser contemplates the
"implied reader,"8 Stanley Fish discusses the "informed reader," 9 Umberto Eco the
"model reader, 1110 Hans-Robert Jauss the "ideal reader,"11 and Louise Rosenblatt the
"transactional reader" 12 just to name a few (30). Although there appears to be no shortage
8

Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response ( Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ.
Press 1978).
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of critical perspectives, the tendency of reader-response is the insistence that an affective
response as a form of critical inquiry is not only valid, but necessary since nothing
happens with respect to a literary work until it is read.
As one could probable extrapolate from previous sections, the ideas of reader
response theorists are as divergent in their views of the relationship between reader and
text as they are analogous with respect to the reader's role, which is to make meaning. So,
in an attempt to illuminate these ideas, I would like to begin where a colleague of mine
began in her examination of the history of reader-response theory, by grouping theorists
into distinct categories according to their central focus. And while the ideas of reader
response theorists can never be totally distinct, as components of all of them intermingle
with each other, there are ways in which these ideas create a less than homogenous
environment within the order of reader-response criticism. I do not intend, however, to
discuss these ideas from a comparativists approach, but rather to show how they position
the reader, making him susceptible to complicity. The first category is the Phenomeno
logical, which include Louise Rosenblatt 13 , Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert-Jauss; next is
psychological and includes Norman Holland and David Bleich and finally socio-cultural
which includes Stanly Fish. Collectively, these theorists not only examine the literary
aspects of the reader-text symbiosis, but branch out in the other disciplines such as the
philosophical, psychological, linguistic and sociological. Where appropriate, I will note
significant forays into the various disciplines.
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Phenomenological
Reader-response from an phenomenological standpoint. Phenomenology dictates that
with respect to a literary work, one must pay particularly close attention to the response it
evokes in the reader. It considers a literary work as a living entity that projects the
knowledge and experience of the reader which allows the reader to imagine himself in the
text. In Literature as Exploration, Louise Rosenblatt introduced what she called
"transactional theory" in which she posits that reader and text are engaged in an act where
the reader comes to the text with his own knowledge and perceptions which are then
imposed upon the text. The text in tum, processes the sensibilities of the reader and
reflects them back; the process repeats itself. What happens throughout the process,
according to Rosenblatt depends on what happens during the exchange (89). Rosenblatt is
considered a pioneer among reader-response theorists as her philosophies and theories
were expressed in her writings and teachings during the time of the New Critics; however
they were in direct opposition and therefore not taken seriously by literary discourse
communities of the time. However with the reprinting of Literature as Exploration in
1968, her "transactional" theory began to catch on which help usher in a new wave of
literary criticism spanning through the New Criticism, deconstruction and post
structuralism. Her ideas concerning reader and text examined the reciprocal nature of the
literary experience and explains why meaning is neither "in" the text nor "in" the reader
(89). Each reading is a specific event involving a particular reader and a particular text
under particular circumstances. She writes:
The special meaning, and more particularly, the submerged associations
that these words and images have for the individual reader will largely
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determine what the work communicates to him. The reader brings to the
work personality traits, memories ofpast events, present needs and pre
occupations, a particular mood ofthe moment, and a particular physical
condition. These and many other elements in a never-to-be-duplicated
combination determine his response to the peculiar contribution ofthe text.
( 30-31)
For Rosenblatt, transactional theory has profound implications for understanding
language. She embraces the work ofphilosopher John Dewey

14

whose opus in the field

of epistemology concerning the insufficient use ofwords categorized by three levels of
organization: self-action, interaction and transaction, help underwrite her ideas about the
ways in which readers and text interact (33). She also looked toward linguists Charles
Sanders Pierce and Ferdinand de Saussure whose work in semiotics help shape her ideas
about linguistic events which carry public and private aspects. She posits that essential to
any reading is the readers adoption ofwhat she calls the "choosing activity" within a
stream ofconsciousness that stirs up elements ofthe "linguistic-experiential reservoir
(44). As a result, the reader adopts a selective point ofview that brings certain facets to
the forefront. This sets the stage for what Rosenblatt calls the efferent-aesthetic
continuum (45). She asserts that the event ofreading falls somewhere on a continuum
that is based on which stance the reader adopts: efferent or aesthetic (45-46). She defines
efferent stance as ·the kind ofreading in which attention is centered predominately on
what is to be extracted and retained after the reading event" (46). Conversely, the
aesthetic stance is the kind ofreading the reader adopts to focus on what is being lived
14
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through during the act of reading (46). It is primarily the aesthetic stance that give
credence to the idea of reader complicity, although as Rosenblatt clarifies that most
readings will incur a back-and-forth event between the two even as one or the other will
remain predominant depending upon the readers purpose(46). However, the aesthetic
reader will be hyper-sensitive and attentive to the quality of feelings and emotions that
are evoked while participating in the tensions, conflicts and resolutions of images and
events as they unfold in the text. As a result, the reader experiences a "lived-through"
event upon which meaning corresponds to the text, constitutes the object of the readers'
response both during and after the event (47).
In The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach, Wolfgang Iser asserts that
when a reader comes to a literary work, he must consider not only the actual text, but also
what is involved in responding do it (1002 Richter). He posits that the text renders
various perspectives that the reader conceptualizes in the process of reading (1002). As a
result, the reader, engaging with the text sets the work in motion. According to Iser, a text
is made up of words, symbols and images that facilitate the creation of a world within a
work of fiction (1003). These words and images work together to assume meaning that
transcend beyond the obvious which, allows the reader to become an active participant in
the text. As a result, the reader enters into a transaction in which certain expectations are
either met, which will result in a mutual understanding, or challenged, in which case the
reader will attempt to make sense of them and either modify his expectations, adopt
those of the text, or reject them altogether. Either way, the transaction places the reader in
a vicarious position that could give rise to complicity. On another level, the same text
could place the reader in a position in which the imagination acts as a surrogate because
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the world in which the text places him is very much different from his own.
Consequently, the reader could come away with a objectified view ofreality which could
also have ethical implications.
As mentioned earlier, Similar to Rosenblatt's efferent/aesthetic continuum, Iser
posits that a literary work has two poles: artistic and esthetic(l 002). The artistic pole
refers to the text that is created by the author, it is dynamic in nature and serves as a
precondition for the ways in which readers respond. The esthetic pole refers to the
realization that is accomplished by the reader which give rise to the making ofmeaning
(1002). Together, these poles bring the literary work into existence. While neither pole
works completely independent ofthe other, it is the esthetic pole, that is most relative to
this discussion. Though it is the virtuality as well as the universal nature (by universal
I'm referring to its fluidity and adaptability) that endows the literary work with its
dynamism. The reader imposes upon the text his experiential and epistemological frame
ofreference while extracting its different patterns and perspectives; once realized, the
reader sets the work and motion and an awakening ofresponses begin (1002). The
inherent nature ofthis process, as in those articulated by Rabinowitz and Rosenblatt, is
that the textural renderings ofa literary work require the reader to engage the work from
his own point ofreference, either based in reality where the reader can associate
elements ofa text with his own environment, or in imaginings where the reader reifies
other realities in order to assimilate them into his experiential frame ofreference . This is
true even when the text presents a world that is unlike the reader's own. Iser concurs that
it is in the readers purview to create and animate the literary work:
The manner in which the reader experiences the text will reflect his own
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disposition and in this respect, the literary text acts as a kind of mirror, but
at the same time, the reality which this process helps to create is one that
will be different form his own...Thus we have the apparently paradoxical
situation in which the reader is forced to reveal aspects of himself in order
to experience a reality which is different from his own (1006)
The impact of this reality and the implications it has for the reader cannot be readily
known; however it will depend largely on the reader's ability to fill in the gaps. In other
words to create for himself the unwritten part of the text whether placed there through
the conscious or unconscious musings of the author or are due to the hermeneutical or
rhetorical gaps that live and play in ambiguity.
According to Iser, it will require an intertwining of anticipation and retrospection to
navigate through this unfamiliar territory as well as illusion building (1007), which might
lead to an over reliance upon the imagination and will vary from person to person. He
illustrates this by examining the way two people might view a constellation of stars,
viewing them in the same way but one them seeing an image of a plough, while the other
sees a dipper (1007). Invariably it is the author's delight to play upon the readers
imagination and in fact, it can be argued that the very act of reading text is an exercise of
the imagination as one would have to visualize, or otherwise reconstitute, within the mind
the images that are being presented by the text on the page. Gilbert Ryle 15 in his study of
the imagination begs the question of how can one "fancy" that he sees something without
realizing that he is not seeing it? He explains that if a person actually sees a mountain,
then he can no longer imagine it and so the act of picturing the mountain in one's mind,
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presupposes its absence (225).
Nonetheless it is still the reader's responsibility to establish what Iser calls the
"gestalt" (1008), or essence of the text. By employing his experience and imagination to
the illusions established within the text, the reader can achieve "gestalt" in bringing the
text to into the realm of reality. However, even as the reader is seeking consistency
integration in an effort to realize the essence of the text, he is also uncovering elements
that cannot be readily integrated, or that will resist integration (1012). As a result, the
reader will find himself engaged in illusion building in an attempt to reconcile the
resisting elements of the text into some type of configurative meaning. Illusion building,
according to Iser, allows the reader to incorporate the unfamiliar into his own imaginative
world (1012) which will add balance between the familiar and the unfamiliar, the known
and the unknown, the spoken and the unspoken. However, Iser points out that even as
configurative meaning is essential in reaching consistency between reader and text, this
consistency conflicts with other elements of fulfillment that consistency seeks to exclude
and posits that configurative meaning will undoubtedly be accompanied by alien
associations that do not fit in with the illusion created (1008).
The implication is that in the illusion-building process, subversive elements are also
produced which subjugate the prior or existing illusion, raising the expectations of the
reader. (1009). George Poulet sums up concisely Iser's phenomenological ideas
concerning reader-response and gives credence to the idea of reader complicity. He
contends that books only take on their complete existence in the reader. (56). He infers
that while books consist of ideas and thoughts of someone else, it is in the process of
reading that the reader becomes the subject that does the real thinking. Consequently, the
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subject-object divide that serves as a base for all knowledge is exploded leaving the
reader consumed by the thoughts of the text. In turn, these thoughts set the stage for
a new frontier in which text and reader no longer confront each other as subject and
object--the divide is totally within the reader's domain--as he himself for a time
recedes into the background while an implied reader grapples with the alien associations
that will ultimately become his own thoughts and feelings (1013). Hans Robert Jauss'
contribution to reader-response is more in the area of aesthetics which for him is
implanted in reception theory which concerns itself with how reader receive a text and is
associated with Rezeptionsasthetik (reception aesthetics) drawing from philosophical
hermeneutics (981 ).
Jauss has been included in this section because he shares the ideas of others here that
literary works are a product of the reader engaging with the text. Jauss argues that literary
works are received against what he calls an established "horizon of expectations"
consisting of a readers' current knowledge and perceptions, and that as horizons shift, so
does meaning (Jauss and Bensinger 15). These ideas are important because they apply
primarily to a reading public, over time, more so than to individual readers, and imagines
a literary history that within its production, forms the reader's experiences, perceptions
and world view. They may also serve as a basis to look at readers more broadly with
respect to complicity. In Toward an Aesthetics of Reception, Jauss contends that the
aesthetics of reception always leads to interpretation, and defines meaning as the
convergence of the text's structure and the structure of the interpretation (Segars 3), and
takes an experiential approach to exposit the interrelationships that permeate the process:
The relationship between literature and the public encompasses more than the
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fact that every work has its specific, historically and sociologically determined
audience, that every writer is dependent upon the milieu, views an ideology
of his readers and that literary success requires a book "which expresses what
the group expects, a book which presents the group with its own portrait.
(Jauss & Bensingerl 5).
However, Jauss points out that interpretation within literary hermeneutics does not
only consider the aesthetic character of the text to be interpreted, but rather makes the
aesthetic character the foundation of the interpretation itself (Richter 983). He points to
the unity of what he calls the three moments of the hermeneutic process--understanding,
interpretation, application--to illustrate that all literary interpretation is determined by the
interrelationship of structures driven by cognition and experience (982). Jauss claims that
in order to arrive at a coherent interpretation, the reader must remain within the horizon
of expectations, not for the text itself, but for the specific reading of the text, thus, any
reference (such as allegory) which transcends the horizon of expectations will subjugate
the intentionality of the text and render it inert. This aligns with Booths theory of the
implied reader: 16 "The author creates ... an image of himself and another image of his
reader; he makes the reader, as he makes his second self, and the most successful reading
is one in which the created selves, author and reader, can find complete agreement;"
however such a structuralist view places limits on interpretation and presupposes that
although the horizon of expectations has a tendency to shift with every reading, it will
16

Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961

46

generally seek out interpretations with which consistency can be established. Jauss
remedies the problem by pointing to Michael Riffaterre's 17 play of anticipation and
correction which give rise to the categories of surprise and disappointment and will steer
the readers course to seek out a correction of expectations (984). While Jauss does not
reject Riffaterre's analysis, he relegates it to another space within his own hermeneutic
framework where instead of supplanting the reader's horizon of expectations, the reader
simply suspends hem and in its place, supposes an inquiring mind:
"To escape this dilemma, I have not fabricated something like a naive reader
but rather have transposed myself into the role of a reader with the educational
horizon of our contemporary present... [who] should presuppose that one is
experienced in one's associations... and can initially suspend one's ' literary or
linguistic competence and put in its place the capacity to occasionally wonder
during the course of reading ... "(985).
Yet Jauss cautions that omitting horizons of expectations could have dire consequences
because it can obstruct the analysis of reception which may impair the reader's
understanding of a text as a process by which the structures of interpretation might be
found. Iser would probably opt for illusion-building.
Psychological/Psychoanalytical

Psychoanalytical literary criticism pertains to literary criticism that embodies
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interpretations of mind that attempts to account for human artifacts of a literary work of
art. According to Norman Holland, all criticism and theory is psychological, since all
criticism and theory originate from assumptions about the psychology of humans who
make, experience or are portrayed, in literature ( Holland 29), so when Plato suggests that
poetry enfeebles the mind or when Aristotle describes catharsis in Greek drama or
Wordsworth when he writes that poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings,
they are making psychological assessments of literary works (29). Their ideas are
extractions from the psychological realm of human existence and make statements about
the status of being of the thing or person being critiqued. Psychoanalytical literary
criticism originated with the ideas of Sigmund Freud 18 who once acknowledged that the
majority of his findings concerning the unconscious mind had been anticipated by literary
works of art from the past (1106 Richter). Freud believed that conscious constructions of
literary artists are disguised versions of repressed desires, and he analyzed them alongside dreams. According to Freud, what motivates the dream is the pleasure principle in
which one's unconscious desires are magically fulfilled (497). The unconscious desire for
pleasure consists of the "latent content" (censored by the defenses of the ego) of the
dream; however, that which appears to the dreamer is the "manifest content" (the
censored version) (497). Freud posits that the latent content is so unimaginable that the
dreamer's unconscious censors it from his awareness through a process called
"displacement" (498) similar to the way in which metaphor works in poem or song. Like
dreams, according to Freud, literature contains latent and manifest content. The latent
content is embedded by the unconscious of the author and is decoded by the reader.
18
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Depending on the structure of the reader's psychological filter, the latent content may or
may not be discoverable in the conscious, but will be absorbed by the unconscious where
repressed desires reside (498).
The process of moving from latent content to manifest content is known as dream
work. It consists of the operations of displacement and condensation (comparison of
dream-content with dream-thoughts) which facilitates the analysis of language and
symbolism to reverse the dream work process and uncover the latent content
(500).Within the field of literary criticism, psychoanalysis has traditionally been applied
as three stages: the examination of the mind of the author, the minds of the author's
characters, and the mind of the reader (Richter 1109). Because it is nearly impossible to
exhume enough artifacts of many passed authors, and existing ones are not likely to avail
themselves to psychoanalysis, what can be gleaned from the author's mind is speculative
at best. Characters too, are unreliable because it cannot be known with any certainty
whether their personalities and behaviors are true to form or merely constructs of the text.
As Richter points out, characters are less than real persons, and while some aspects of
character represent real life, others have mainly textural functions that have no real-life
parallels (1109). Since the mind of authors and characters yield less than desirable
results, the minds of readers emerge as the prime target for literary psychoanalysis; the
reader's awareness of and experiences with his own psychological make-up provides not
only a mirror with which to reflect these experiences, but also a vantage point from which
to gaze into their own unconscious responses. It is from this arena that reader-response
facilitates literary psychoanalysis.
As stated earlier, Norman Holland views all criticism as psychological criticism, he
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expounds on this notion by positing that reader-response is guided by the deep-seated
psychological needs of the reader and suggests that as individuals read, they seek out
identity themes and will search for remnants of self, and then work to replicate the self
within in the literary work (Holland 818). This process consists of three modalities. First,
each reader recreates the work in accordance with his own identity theme. Holland
explains that identity themes are developed from birth and are engraved in our conscious;
once they are in place, they remain intact; however, they go through a series of
configurations as we interact with our environment. Things that we sense and process
through our identity themes are stamped with the habitual sameness as things processed
in the past. What lingers is said to fit in with our identity themes; thus, we are then able to
detect change by setting it against the backdrop of our sameness (819). The reader filters
the work in order for it to pass through a series of adaptive/defense strategies he uses as
coping mechanisms to deal his environment. Next, the reader recreates from the work a
particular kind of fantasy that gets hidden from the ego and is able to assimilate with the
manifest content to provide gratification that appeals to the reader. Finally the reader
completes the replication process by recreating his identity from the literary work:
fantasies that represent the desires of later experiences invoke pleasure and gratification,
while those that represent fantasies and desires from early experiences (those from
childhood) will normally invoke guilt and anxiety (819). As a result, readers feel
compelled to filter raw fantasies, that boarder on the bazaar, and merged them into a total
esthetic, moral or intellectual experience that fits within their identity theme and coheres
to societal norms.
Holland states that "interpretation is a function of identity" (816) and rightly so
50

because it is through the breadth of one's own frame of reference obtained though
experience that meaning is created within a literary work. Readers arrive at different
interpretations of a text based on the degree to which they can be integrated into their
identity themes. Holland calls the process by which readers recreate their identities as the
defense-transformation-identity model (DEFT) (18). It begins with the expectations that
the reader has about a literary work: It will only involve reading and it will be enjoyed
(19). The success with which the reader achieves these expectations depends on the
individual reader. As previously noted, what one reader finds enjoyable, another reader
may find repulsive. When readers expectations are met, it is usually articulated in terms
of its content ( the book had a great plot, characters were realistic); Ironically, as Holland
points out, it is the reader himself who gives the content its psychological being (19).
Readers make use of the content to recreate the self in order to get pleasure and grati
fication. They experience fleeting moments of anticipation as they reconstruct the text.
This anticipation eventually dissipates into realization as readers begin to experience
feelings of pity, fear, desire or anger which activate the adaptation/defense mechanism to
kick in the psychological filters to manage the content.
Next in the DEFT process is defense. It runs in the background of the unconscious
and kicks in automatically when impulses signal that the reader is experiencing

something unpleasant such as anxiety and guilt (21 ). The adaptation and defenses run
concurrently, tempering the reader's reaction. If the reader has been transported 19 in the
story, the adaption/defense mechanism may not filter out all of the latent content;
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however, if what the unpleasantness the reader is experiencing becomes excessive, the
defense mechanism will repulse and draw the reader away (21 ). Thus, the reader will
then be left with the experience which may alter (not replace) his identity theme.
However, there is a way in which adaptation serves also as a defense mechanism. This
can happen for example if content in the literary work is of a form or language to which
the reader is desensitized. For example a person growing up under Shari'ah law may not
be repulsed by the hanging or stoning of a young woman who unknowingly committed
adultery because she thought her husband was dead; adaptation would likely allow him to
assimilate this information into his identity theme whereas another person would default
to defense. Holland suggests that readers perceive a literary work like anything else
outside of them, through sensory projection (21). The brain transforms the images within
the text into to three-dimensional figures that are shaped in the reader's mind. Likewise,
the text reflects the readers needs and desires which have been projected on to it by the
reader, and is reconstructed along with the reader's identity. Interpretation can then begin.
Holland describes the process this way:
War and Peace, to the extent I can re-create it, offers me Russia in

1812 at all social levels, hundreds of characters, including the proud
Napoleon and the humble general Kotusov opposing him, a beautiful
romantic heroine, a dashing hero, a rake, a noble bumbler, scenes of
love and war, and the self-destroying triumph of the Russians and defeat
of the French. But ifI had to read War and Peace in Russian, none of this
would happen. lfl were illiterate or in agonizing pain, War and Peace
would "do" nothing for me. If War and Peace "does" anything, it
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can't do it unless I am doing something to War and Peace. (21).
Fantasy as eluded to earlier, is a product, along with dreams, of the pleasure principle
which describe our secret desires. Because our experiences from the past and our current
perceptions shape how we view the world, we are in constant motion for those things that
bring us pleasure and in avoidance of those things that are distasteful; however, literature
provides a sort of safe laboratory with which to impose our fears and our desires. The act
of reading activates story and propels the reader into an altered state of reality where he
can experience his most wished for fantasies without guilt or remorse (short of being
transported), knowing the consequences within his outer reality are unlikely at best and
since the defense mechanism is fully automatic, the boldness with which the reader can
approach can up the satisfaction of fulfilled expectations; thus, accomplishing the readers
goal.
The final phase of Deft is transformation, or as Holland describes it, the final take
away (22). Here the reader transforms his fantasies into an experience of abstract
relativism. The people and situations encountered in the act of reading exact a certain
lived experience for the reader in ways that may or may not fit in with his actual lifestyle.
The take way could be moral, philosophical or personal; personal in that the reader in
recreating the self through the work, may have uncovered hidden elements of his identity
(fears, desires, guilt, etc.) which could have outer reality implications. Nonetheless, the
reader now has a point of reference to add to his identity theme which could alter it in
ways that may change his adaptation/defense strategy for the next reading.
David Bleich, best known as the founder of subjective criticism, concurs with
Holland's position that reading is a psychological process that is driven by identity;
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however, Bleich rejects the idea that the text plays a significant role in the interpretation
of meaning. He Writes:
The fact is that a work of art or literature must be rendered so by a perceiver.
If Max Brod did not read and publish Kafka's work, it would have no existence,
even if it remained indefinitely in some vault. It is not just the "message" or the
expressive essence of a work of literature that is created by the reader. The work
itself would have no existence at all if it were not read (7).
Bleich posits that the reader arrives at meaning by psychologically probing his responses
which are constructs of his epistemological and experiential framework and articulates
them against his own feelings. He contends that the real truth about a literary work is that
it has no meaning or truth outside of that which is established by the reader. That is not to
suggest that the text is not real in itself; the words on the page can be categorized as
verbs and nouns for example; however as Bleich points out, this categorizing does not
qualify as literary experience, but serves as only perceptual data. (7).
According to Bleich, if a literary text is to have any role other than a piece of
"sensing data," it must happen under the authority of a reader's subjective response (7).
Yet the literary work still stands as an object but not in the same sense as other objects
which maintain their objectiveness whether or not they are exposed to a subjective other.
For example, a car that sits on the lot of a dealership will still be a car, regardless of
whether or not it gets driven. However, subjective criticism holds that a literary work
exists only as a symbolic object and is lacking in its material existence, a function outside
of the reader. Bleich explicates that a symbolic object is fully reliant upon a perceiver for
its existence and becomes a functional object by virtue of being rendered so by the
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perceiver (8). In other words, when a reader engages with the text (as a symbol or series
of symbols), it is invariably reconstructed and assimilated into the reader's consciousness
and is then used to construct meaning. However, Bleith contends that while the
interpretive process begins with the individual reader, it does not end there, nor does the
interpretation of the individual translate to truth. He sees subjective literary criticism as
having a role to play in the social and psychological economy of communities and
suggests that the standard of truth, as it pertains to literary matters, is deferred upon a
community that reflects a common subjective value to evaluate the social viability of
interpretation(8). Put another way, in order for interpretive truths involving a text to be
validated, they must be articulated among an interpretive community for consensus.
Bleith cautions, however, that just because a literary community rallies around a
particular interpretation, does not mean that it is enshrouded in truth:
If a certain set or school of interpretations prevails, it is not because it is
closer to an objective truth about art, but because it is a communally agreed
upon way to articulate certain commonly held subjective feelings about art
at that time...For the author, the work of literature is a response to his life
experience. For the reader, the interpretation is the response to his reading
experience(! 0).
These ideas reveal that the subjective view of reader-response dictates that the
interpretive value of a literary work cannot be made independently of the reader. Bleith
posits that it is futile to imagine that we could avoid the entanglements with which we
find ourselves when we engage, with our minds, a literary work (10) and suggests that to
interpret a work of art is to interpret ourselves. The inference here is that the
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epistemological, experiential and psychological framework with which readers use to
interpret a text is, for all intents and purposes, the prevailing idea within the subjective
view of reader-response, and the personalities involved are of prime importance because
they determine, for better or worse, what the accepted interpretation is of a literary work
within an interpretive community. As such, the implications for reader complicity--as in
the case of Stanley Fish's interpretive communities20 which I will discuss in the next
section--are enlarged because they not only operate within the purview of reader and text,
they extend beyond into a wider community.

Sociocultural
Sociocultural literary theory within reader-response examines a literary work from a
cultural, social, and political perspective. It holds to the notion that a single, correct
reading is not possible but rejects the idea that the text is insignificant in the creation of
meaning. In Surprised by Sin, Stanley Fish contends that the reader in Milton's "Paradise
Lost" is fundamentally part of the poem and suggests that by reading it, the reader
becomes a participant (38): The reader is coerced by the text into a state of acquiescence
with Satan whose eloquent language (language the reader may regard as a sign of good
breeding) and seemingly logical testimony describing the justice of his cause, blends with
the epic voice of the poem, exacting a premature sense of ethos in the mind of the reader,
but in the reconstruction process, the reader realizes that he has erred, and his earlier
assumptions are reduced to a sense of gullibility; seeing at this point that Satan is not to
be trusted, the reader is reminded of his own sinful nature in the context of the original
sin of man21 . Fish refers to this state as the condition of the fallen man: "The reader who
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falls before the lures of Satanic rhetoric displays again the weakness of Adam and his
inability to avoid repeating that fall throughout indicates the extent to which Adam's
lapse has made the reassertion of right reason impossible" (38). Here Fish demonstrates
not only the extent to with the reader is involved, but the cruciality of the text.
Stanley Fish, though positioned at the end of the list of reader-response theorists
consulted for this thesis, is seen as the one who most vehemently pushed back against
New Criticism. He contends that meaning is not to be mistaken for the message contained
in a unit of discourse, nor can it be extracted from the text (Richter 966). He posits that it
is inherently inaccurate to even suggest that words possess meaning within the context of
the interaction between reader and text, and that meaning is acquired as a result of the
inherent relationship between the formal characteristics of the text and the cognitive and
psychological capacities of the mind--with considerations given to a reader's experiences
(stylistics 23). In Is There a Text in This Class, Fish suggests that as a function of the
interpretive process, it is not productive to extract meaning resulting in the actual reading
of the text and that interpretation relates to how the reader reacts to what is being read:
" ...my critical assumptions rest on the belief that reading is an activity, and that meaning,
insofar as it can be specified, is coextensive with that activity and not, as some would
hold its product" (86). In other words, it is in the locus of meaning that originates in the
act of reading and not in what is being read. Reading becomes a process consisting of the
experiencing of events (through the text) driven by temporal modalities that result in
psychological changes within the reader's consciousness. Fish cautions, however, that
these ideas imagine a distorted view of a text, giving it the appearance of a "spurious
21

Genesis 3:6

57

object," (143) giving the false impression that meaning is conspicuously contained
therein. However, Fish's main point of contention with the New Critics is that the text's
objectiveness does not exists; it is an optical illusion and in no way confers meaning
(143). Yet it is the uncanny physicality of the text the readers see, with its language,
structure, and symbolism that render the text tempting as a source of meaning.
In ls There a Text in This Class, Fish chronicles through a series of essays, the
evolution of his theories. As previously stated, he first sets out to debunk the ideas of the
New Critics, namely Wimsatt and Beardsley's Affective Fallacy. He counters it by
suggesting that to set interpretive value in the text is futile since the text itself is a but a
previous interpretation of the author: his thoughts, experiences and imaginings (44). Fish
does not deny the importance of the text's structure in that its form serves as the experi
ential element through which meaning is acquired, but he asserts that the interpretive
value of it cannot be trusted since it amounts to an interpretation itself. While this idea
seemed plausible, it was riddled with contradictions as it suggested that the text had no
interpretive value while at the same time ascribing interpretive value to it. Fish eventually
comes to the conclusion that readers interpret text within interpretive
communities. He describes them as groups who would interpret a text the same way by
applying a set of shared values, purposes and experiences:
...members of the same community will necessarily agree because they will
see (and by seeing, make) everything in relation to that community's assumed
purposes and goals; and conversely, members of different communities will
disagree because from each of their respective positions the other "simply"
cannot see what is obviously and inescapably there: This, then, is the explana58

tion for the stability of interpretation among different readers (they belong
to the same community). It also explains why there are disagreements and why
they can be debated in a principled way; not because of a stability in texts but
because of a stability in the makeup of interpretive communities and therefore
in the opposing positions they make possible (18).
Interpretive communities begin with the informed reader: an individual who is
proficient as a reader and is well-versed in literary discourse from minor literary devices
to the full range of genres (144). According to Fish, the informed reader has a keen
understanding of how the words on a page function in relation to the utterances the words
form:
What I am suggesting is that there is no direct relationship between the meaning
of a sentence (paragraph, novel, poem) and what its words mean. Or, to put the
matter less provocatively, the information an utterance gives, its message, is a
constituent of, but certainly not to be identified with, its meaning. It is the
experience of an utterance--all of it and not anything that could be said about
it, including anything I could say-that is its meaning (13 I).
He recognizes that literature is not constrained by its texts and that it is not arbitrarily
rendered by the will of a given individual; instead, it is defined by way of consensus
within a community of readers who make the decision on what will be acceptable as
interpretation. Fish maintains that the meaning of a text continues to be established by
what the reader brings to it; however, the validation of that interpretation becomes the
work of a collective which make it possible for the existence of some agreement on the
meaning of a text (144). Booth posits a similar idea, except that the communities he
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speaks of are relegated more toward discourse for the purposes of expanding the
perspectives of members within the community. He rejects the idea that a community of
readers propose an interpretation without first examining it.
While fish contends that the community pre-determines how a text is to be
interpreted, Booth asserts that the work must first be examined to evaluate the extent to
which the values produced by the work are consistent or inconsistent with those of the
reader (135). Booth not only considers this good reading, but views neglecting this type
of inquiry as irresponsible because it could allow for uncritical acceptance within the
discourse community. Unlike Holland, Booth stresses that idea that reading communities
must engender a critical posture within the discourse. What is needed, according to
Booth, is an ethical response that includes expanding the relationship with the text by
examining our own responses as well as those within the community. In doing so, it will
engender an openness of other perspectives that will increase our capacity for
understanding others as well as ourselves (135). This model would not work in Fish's
interpretive communities because they do not make room for disagreement. This is not to
say that responses within Fish's interpretive communities are unethical, on the contrary,
They serve an intended purpose and which differs from that of the discourse communities
Booth imagines.
Yet, Fish's views and ideas are not easy to extrapolate as he seems a bit arbitrary in
his explanations; he provides no real conceptual framework with which to place his ideas
against the backdrop of literary criticism, and he is vague as to how interpretive
communities help solve the problem--to the extent that it is a problem--of the reader
being managed by the text. What he seems to infer is that reading is an act initiated by the
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reader who, as a member of a community, brings interpretive acumen to the text to
establish an agreed upon meaning. Yet, his views are important and are relevant to my
cause as they position the reader in a transactional relationship with the text and because
they do align with the overall position of reader-response which puts the reader, whether
part of a community, or as an individual, at the center of the interpretive process.
In the next chapter, I will demonstrate how reader-response theory functions in
readings of Toni Morrison's Beloved and Paradise, and discuss the ways in which
Morrison's narrative style makes use of reader-response theory to demand the reader's
participation, positioning him toward and ethical response and compelling him to
complicity.

CHAPTER III
Reader Complicity in Toni Morrison
To expound on a previous discussion of complicity, it should be noted that the ways
in which readers become complicit are varied and manifest in various forms. It
[complicity] is a response, but one that does not dissolve and dissipate within discourse
or interpretive communities, nor is it a fleeting impulse perpetuated by the ebbs and flows
of narrative. Complicity, for the purposes of this thesis, is a state of being in which the
reader, text and author collaborate to bring about a causal effect which has ethical
implications. It begins with an awareness on the part of the reader that there is a text, but
that the text has either directly or indirectly solicited the attention of the reader. James
Phelan posits that this solicitation supposes that the text is a sharable medium of
multileveled communication between author and reader and considers the reader's
experience with the text the gateway to interpretation (177); in other words, a shared
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horizon of expectation. The textural sources available to the reader become the basis for
his response, and his response the basis for interpretation. Phelan notes that this recursive
process is one of acquaintance between reader and text:
Its effort is to link response to interpretation by seeking textual sources
for individual responses, while also acknowledging the construal of
those textual sources is influenced by the reader's subjectivity. In other
words, in its way of linking reading to interpretation, rhetorical reader
response maintains both that the text constructs the reader and that the
reader constructs the text, with the result that it does not believe that there
is always a clear, sharply defined border between what is sharable and
what is personal in reading and interpretation ( 1 77).
What happens next is a matter of authorial, narrative and textual configuration driven by
language and symbols (as well as a lack thereof). In Morrison's fiction, the initial contact
generally consists of a brief encounter that beckons the reader in the moment. She insists
that the reader's first engagement with the text should be abrupt and demanding, and she
imagines a reader that is: " ...snatched, yanked, thrown into an environment completely
foreign... Snatched...No lobby, no door, no entrance--a gangplank, perhaps but a very
short one" (Smith 6). The reader has to make the decision now, whether or not to go

along; an allegorical sustention of Jesus' call to Simon (Peter) and Andrew to
discipleship: "And he said to them, 'Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men"'/
"Immediately they left their nets and followed him."(Mark 4: 21-22 NKJV). The idea of
immediacy is evoked in the mind of the reader and the compulsion to resist, as in most
chance encounters, is impeded by the sheer audacity of the statement. Nowhere better is
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this sentiment demonstrated than in the opening lines of Morrison's seventh novel

Paradise: "They shoot the white girl first" (3).
Yet it is not just the opening lines of Morrison's fiction that compel readers to go
along. Her narrators attempt to assume a set of values that are appropriate to the lives and
experiences of her characters (Rainwater 96), whether the characters live up to them or
not. As for the reader, the narrator serves as a moral compass that confirms for the reader
his appropriate response. However, Morrison's narrators are not always who we think
they are. This is not to suggest that they are inherently unreliable, on the contrary;
however, as the temporal modes in Morrison's fiction are interrupted, leaving trails of the
unexplained or un-remarked, points of view become scattered within the historical
landscape, leaving the reader disoriented, yet determined. The reader experiences a
barrier that impedes his horizon of expectations. As a result, the reader either alters his
horizon of expectations, suspends them at a point of inquiry or resorts to illusion
building. Yet these reconfigurations in narrative and points of view are not haphazard,
but they do create a bit of a paradox in that Morrison purposes them to bridge distance
between the reader and text as a means of attending to the desires of the reader.
(unspeakable 162). Morrison expounds on this point:
As for the point of view, there should be the illusion that it is the characters'
point of view, when in fact, it isn't. It's really the narrator who is there, but
who doesn't make himself/herself known in that role. I like the feeling of a told
story, where you hear a voice but you can't identify it, and you think it's your
own voice. It's a comfortable voice, and it's a guiding voice, and it's alarmed by
the same things that the reader is alarmed by, and it doesn't know what's going to
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happen next either (Memory 121).
If it is Morrison's purpose to attend to readers' desires by subverting point of view,
then readers are not only tasked in the reading and interpreting of the story but also in the
construction and telling of it. Morrison assumes a traditional narrative style; however
Morrison's fiction circumvents the traditional authority associated with such a style which
adds to the complexity of the story. The narrator, whomever it happens to be, becomes a
subject within the temporal mode of the story and cannot be trusted to render an accurate
account. Therefore, the reader must strike out on his own in an attempt to discover and
uncover the realities within the story. In Song of Solomon Macon Dead, going to
confront his sister Pilate , begins thinking about her and stops to listen to her and two
others singing. We hear his thoughts, but they are not emanating from Macon Dead, they
are coming from the narrator: "He knew her face better than he knew his own" (29); yet,
Morrison's characters are seldom true to other's interpretations. In the very next line the
narrator tells us: "Singing now, her face would be a mask" (29). In the lines that follow,
Pilate is further rendered indistinguishable as having lips darker than her skin, and a
smile that could be mistaken for her having a straw in her mouth: "If you were close to
her, you (my emphasis) wondered if she was about to smile or was she merely shifting a
straw from the baseline of her gums to her tongue" (30). Catherine Rainwater points out
that the use of the pronoun ''you" indicates a narrative strategy that places the
responsibility of recognizing the uncertainty of interpretation, with the reader (98). Thus,
the reader becomes aware that a chasm exists which compels him to become acquainted
with the characters on his own terms. This awareness entreats an active participation on
the part of the reader and positions him quite firmly in what Rosenblatt calls, a
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transaction with the text; however, in Morrison's fiction, this transaction leads to a
breakdown in communication as narrators eventually lose their grip as the authoritative
voice which forces readers to confront this breakdown and work through it to discover
the author's essential message (Rainwater 100), at times injecting his own voice. All of
this has clear ethical ramifications, as the reader becomes active in the telling which
makes him complicit.
In the pages that follow, I will examine two of Morrison's novels, Beloved and
Paradise, and discuss how the reader is positioned, not only as an interpreter of meaning,
but also as an ethically responsible participant, transacting with the texts. I will focus on
Morrison's narrative structure and multi-vocalizations as well her temporal modes and
fragmented narrations which require an attentive reader that realizes from the onset that
his presence is required. In Beloved, I will discuss the unavailability of an implied author
whose responsibility is to guide the reader toward and appropriate response and how this
unavailability forces the reader to ethically engage the text on his own terms. In
Paradise, I will discuss how the "disallowing" functions as the central figure in the text,
prompting the reader's responses as well as his participation in the recovery of meaning.
My intentions are to provide a foundation for further discourse on the ways in which
readers become complicit while transacting with the text.

BELOVED
In Beloved, Morrison assumes considerable risk as she creates a hostile, yet
negotiable environment for readers to manage. My use of the word manage is two-fold.
One the one hand, readers are compelled to overcome the places and spaces Morrison's
texts maintain which confront the reader with recalcitrant characterizations that appear
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unintelligible and settings that are completely foreign. For example, Sethe is brooding
over the baby-ghost's habitation of 124 with Baby Suggs, when the issue of children and
memory come up: [Baby Suggs] '"All I can remember is how she loved the burnt bottom
ofbread. Can you believe that? Eight children and that's all I remember.' 'That's all you
let yourselfremember.' Sethe had told her--but she was down to one ( my emphasis)
herself..." (6). Here the narrator has intervened to express the thoughts ofSethe, but the
reader doesn't know, and apparently neither does the narrator, ifSethe is down to one
child or one memory. A few lines later, Sethe is suddenly transported, without warning,
to Sweet Home; date unknown, place unknown ,and Sethe, "hurrying across a field" to
get to a water pump to rinse the chamomile sap from her legs. Once she is finished, she
goes around the front ofhouse "collecting her shoes and stockings on the way," but Sethe
is no longer at Sweet Home, she is back at 124 (7), as ifby magic. The reader finds
himselfdisoriented and displaced and must mange though those spaces and places once
again, in order to regain equilibrium . But how does the reader reorient himself? Surely
retrospection is oflittle use. We can surmise that Sethe was only day-dreaming or
remembering, which is the most likely scenario; however, we cannot not rely on the
narrated version because that narrator is just as unsure : "She might (emphasis added) be
hurrying across a field, running practically to quickly get to a water pump to wash the

chamomile sap from her legs" (6). If we accept the narrator's version then how are we to
reconcile our sympathies of Sethe as a flawed human being who acknowledges the
beauty and grandeur ofSweet Home with the most "beautiful sycamores in the world,"
while the young boys who hung from them remain an afterthought (6). And what ofher
two boys who narrowly escaped with their lives at the hands ofa mother who claimed to
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have killed their baby sister out of love? Can we even trust that Buglar and Howard ran
from their home because of its haunting and not for fear of having their throats cut in
their sleep? The answer is simple--keep reading--but the processes involved are not so cut
and dry.
Yet, Morrison assumes these risks, knowing full well that at this juncture, the reader
is committed, complicit, and cannot turn back due to his role in the construction, or as
Holland suggests ,the reconstruction of the story. In Hearing, Reading and Being Read,
Angeletta Gourdine concurs with Phelan that in Morrison's fiction, particularly Beloved,
reader and text are constructs of each other: "To say that Beloved is a complex narrative
is to speak not only of its design, but of its subject. In various ways, the narrative that
constantly folds onto itself, requires the reader to do the same. At critical moments, the
reader is drawn into telling the story, is implicated in the narrative itself, and called to self
reflection" (15).The other use of manage refers to the fact that since we cannot trust the
narrator to lead us through the labyrinth that is the text, (Morrison forbids it), and since
Morrison's characters are not forthcoming as our readerly expectations might require, the
reader must take charge of the text, which is seemingly wayward and in need of some
direction, and make sense of it.
If the inaccessibility to truth and knowledge in Morrison's fiction is not enough to
entangle the reader into a complicit transaction with the text, then the pitting of
despicable acts against the readers socialized and moral sensibilities just might be.
The ethical implications of reading informs our values and judgments and are greatly
intertwined with understanding , emotion and desire. Our understanding affects the
extent to which our values are called forth by the text and activates those values, which in
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tum, influences our judgments, feelings and desires (Phelan 16). While these ethical
dimensions are generally motivated by the subjective epistemological economy of our
experiences, the unfamiliarity of the text further exacerbates our ability to approximate
the culpability of Sethe's acts in Beloved, particularly the killing of her infant daughter.
Although Sethe's succeeds in taking the life of only her infant daughter, the magnitude
of her decision is no less significant. The issue of infanticide which turns on the moral
defenses of most people, is presented in ways that mutes or at least challenges the
reader's sense of disgust. Sethe's decision to take her children out to the shed to kill them,
rather than have them taken into slavery is problematic in that Morrison does not register
a moral reading of the incident, leaving that responsibility to the reader.
According to Phelan, Morrison's treatment of the incident, which serves as the novels
central, unifying element, presents readers with a difficult and unusual ethical problem
(18). As previously stated, the reader relies on the narrator to inform the his moral and
ethical judgments; however, Morrison, distances herself from any moral high ground,
which compels the reader to take on the responsibility. Phelan suggests that the author
has an innate responsibility to deposit ethical markers to inform the reader's moral
compass as he navigates through the text. Phelan looks to Booth's implied author as the
means to posit the moral stance of the text and contends that in tum, the reader has the

ethical responsibility to locate that stance:
In short, providing ethical guidance to their audiences is one of the
chief things that implied authors do: writing narrative involves
taking ethical stands and communicating those stands explicitly or
implicitly, heavy-handedly or subtly--or anything in between--to
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one's audience. Indeed, recognizing this communication helps us
recognize that the default ethical relation between implied author
and authorial audience in narrative is one of reciprocity. Each
party both gives and receives. Authors give, among other things,
guidance through ethical complexity and expect to receive in return
their audiences' interest and attention. Audiences give that interest
and attention and expect to receive in return authorial guidance (18).
Morrison elicits no such assistance from an implied author, and instead, presents us
with three variant perspectives, three accounts of the murder of her infant daughter that
appear within the temporal framework of the text. However, before any of the accounts
are disclosed, we are given hints in the opening lines:
124 was spiteful. Full of baby's venom...not only did she have to live out
her years in a house palsied by the baby's fury at having its throat cut, but
those ten minutes she spent pressed up against dawn-colored stone studded
with star chips, her knees wide open as the grave, were longer than life, more
alive, more pulsating than the baby blood that soaked her fingers
like oil (3, 5).
These fragments that preface the telling of the "crawling-already" baby's death alert the

reader that something terrible has happened, and like the opening lines in Paradise,
creates a sense of urgency, effectually dragging the reader into the text. Later on, Sethe
recounts fragments of the incident to Paul D, but stops short of telling him that she killed
her child. "And when the schoolteacher found us and came busting in here with the law
and a shotgun...! wasn't going back there. I don't care who found who. Any life but that
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one. I went to jail instead..." (50).
These enigmatic references continue though out the first part of the text, and with
each one, the reader becomes more anxious to get to the bottom of it. However, when we
are finally cued in, we cannot process the details from our own point of reference. To do
so would amount to a whole set of other ethical problems, chief among them: the
disregard and negation of the "other" as well as the perpetuation of a normalized view of
institutionalized slavery. Gayatri Spivak posits that the dominant culture should learn
how to occupy the position of the other, and that imagining what it feels like to feel like
an "other" is a precondition for morality (121 ). If we, as Holland suggests, look for
identity themes, we are likely to be disappointed as remnants of the "self' will be difficult
to locate. As a result, the reader will resort to adaptation strategies in an attempt to orient
himself to the text's environment. Whatever the case, the reader will be compelled to
exchange his current position in reality for the simulated reality of the text. The first time
we encounter details of Sethe's murder of her baby daughter, they are from the
perspective of the slave catcher who accompanies Schoolteacher to 124 to take Sethe and
her children back to slavery:
Inside, two boys bled in the sawdust and dirt at the feet of a nigger
woman holding a blood-soaked child to her chest with one hand and
an infant by the heels in the other. She did not look at them; she simply
swung the baby toward the wall planks, missed and tried to connect a
second time, when out of nowhere in the ticking time the men spent
staring at what there was to stare at, the old nigger boy, still mewing,
ran through the door behind them and snatched the baby from the
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arch of its mother's swing. Right off it was clear to Schoolteacher ,
especially, that there was nothing there to claim (175).
These initial details seem ominous and are quite unsettling; and having been previously
jaded by the uncertainty of the narrator's authoritative voice, the reader is somewhat
skeptical; however, the detail that is expended in this telling gives us pause and entreats a
critical exception, particularly when--as we shall soon see--the detail in the following
tellings amount to little more than a caption. As the focalizations continue, the images
become more graphic:
Schoolteacher beat his hat against his thigh and spit before leaving the
woodshed...They didn't look at the woman in the pepper plants...and t
hey didn't look at the seven or so faces that had edged closer in spite of
the catcher's rifle warning...Little nigger-boy eyes open in sawdust; little
nigger-girl eyes staring between the wet fingers that held her face so her
head wouldn't fall off; little nigger-baby eyes crinkling up to cry in the
arms of the old nigger whose own eyes were nothing but slivers...But the
worst ones were those of the nigger woman who looked like she didn't
have any. Since the whites in them had disappeared and since they
were as black as her skin, she looked blind(l 75-176).
This description is harrowing and confronts the reader with images that are not easily
comprehensible. Until now, Sethe has been rendered rather sympathetically, but this
telling of the incident jars the reader's consciousness and forces him to take another look
at Sethe. However, the details are still sketchy, and while we have a good idea of what
Sethe did, it is still not clear what she was doing in the shed when the slave catchers
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arrived. The only indication that clues us to Sethe's involvement is her swinging her baby
by its heels. The next telling comes from Stamp Paid who shares the newspaper clipping
with Paul D about Sethe killing her baby. When Paul D sees the picture, he refuses to
believe it's Sethe, "that ain't her mouth ," and continues to insist that the picture is not
Sethe:
So Stamp Paid did not tell him how she flew, snatching up her children
like a hawk on the wing; how her face beaked, how her hands worked like
claws how she collected them every which way; one on her shoulder, one
under her arm, one by the hand, the other shouted forward into the wood
shed filled with just sunlight and shavings now because there wasn't any
wood...Nothing was in there except a shovel--and of course the saw (185).
Stamp Paid helps Paul D read the article, but doesn't have the heart to fill Paul D in, but
the reader is now more informed; however, wondering if by chance Paul D is right; he
seems so sure. "You forgetting, I knew her before...Back in Kentucky. When she was a
girl. I didn't just make her acquaintance a few months ago. I been knowing her a long
time. And I can tell you for sure: This ain't her mouth. May look like it, but it ain't" (185) '.
Yet we are intrigued by Stamp Paid's digressions as he wonders why the people in town
did not warn them of the horseman's presence. "Why nobody sent a fleet-footed son to
cut' cross a field as they saw the four horses in town hitched for watering while the riders
asked questions. Not Ella, not John, not anybody ran down to Bluestone Road to say
some new white folks with the Look just rode in" (184).
Stamp Paid admonishes the community for their apathy which could also be read as
a warning to the reader that complacency in a racist-driven ideological society has severe
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consequences. Morrison opens the door to identity theme in which the reader finds
himself a part of the community that bears some responsibility for the death of Sethe's
baby girl. Stamp Paid appears sympathetic toward Sethe, but later leaves us in a quandary
when he seems to share the communities castigation of Seth as his thoughts invade his
sentimentality at Baby Suggs funeral:
Just about everybody in town was longing for Sethe to come on difficult
times. Her outrages claims, her self-sufficiency seemed to demand it, and
Stamp Paid, who had not felt a trickle of meanness his whole life, wondered
if some of the "pride goeth before a fall" expectations of the townsfolk had
rubbed off on him anyhow--which would explain why he had not consid
ered Sethe's feeling or Denver's needs when he showed Paul D the clipping.
(179).
Stamp Paid fails us as a moral compass leaving us to ponder our position once again.
The final telling is focalized through the lens of Sethe, herself after Paul D confronts
her with the article. At this point, the reader is in a position of privilege and has
information that Paul D does not; however this final telling is also revealing to the reader
because unlike the first two accounts, it is given with commentary directly from the
teller: Sethe. This complicates things for the reader because until now, the "crawling
already" baby was an object; however, Sethe, in her preamble to the gruesome killing of
her daughter, gives her personhood:
"...who'd know when it was time to chew up a little something and give
it to em. ls that what make the teeth come on out, or should you wait
till the teeth came and then solid food? Well, I know now, because Baby
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Suggs fed her right, and a week later, when I got here, she was crawling
already. No stopping her either. She loved those steps so much we painted
them so she could see her way to the top" (193).
The ethical tasks that lie ahead ofthe reader cannot be surrogated due to the multiplicity
ofvoices imbued through an un-interrogated lens, and because Morrison has not taken a
moral stand, the reader must. It is interesting to note; however that, Sethe is not given the
agency to speak for herself, which for the reader could be of some value, and while she
does personally relay fragments, the reader is not privy to the full scope of the
conversation she has with Paul D and is once again relegated to the fringes:
We was here. Each and every one of my babies and me too. I birthed them
and I got em out and it wasn't no accident. I did that...It felt good. Good
and right. I was big, Paul D, and deep and wide ...Sethe knew that she could
never close in, pin it down for anybody who had to ask. If they didn't get it
right off, she could never explain. Because the truth was simple ... When she
saw them coming and recognized schoolteacher's hat, she heard wings.
Little hummingbirds stuck their needle beaks right through her headcloth
into her hair and beat their wings. If he thought anything it was No. No.
Nono. Nonono. Simple. She just flew. Collected every bit oflife she had
made, all the parts of her that were precious and fine and beautiful, and
carried, pushed, dragged them through the veil, out, away, over there where
no one could hurt them. Over there outside this place, where they would be
safe ...l stopped him," she said, staring at the place where the fence used to
be. "I took and put my babies where they'd be safe." (193-194).
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This telling is wrought with emotion, but it is difficult to tell if this emotion is being
spawned by her conviction that she has done the right thing, or by guilt and remorse. It is
as if she is defending herself in a court of law rather than retelling a story to a friend who
already knows the horrors of slavery. Either way she seems unapologetic and does not
release the more disturbing details of the act. Nonetheless, Paul D is repulsed by the
revelation and for a time, leaves 124. The reader's ethical task becomes daunting, in part
because Paul D, since coming to 124 is seen as a positive force, he drives out the baby
ghost, acclimates Sethe and Denver into society and serves as wise counsel, filling the
void left by Baby Suggs. His rejection of Sethe's reasoning positions the reader to reject it
also; however, the reader must exercise caution in his judgment as Paul D can also be
seen as a symbol of a patriarchal society that favors a unsympathetic view of women. In a
conversation with Sethe about the scarring on her back, Paul D is consumed with the
beating that caused the scarring, which resembled a chokecherry tree, but he seems
unmoved by the taking of Sethe's milk by the cousins of Schoolteacher: "We were talking
about a tree Sethe" (8). This parallels the attitude of Schoolteacher's cousin who upon
seeing the aftermath of Sethe's vicious attack on her children could not believe that a

mere beating could drive her to such lengths: "'What she go and do that for? On account
of a beating?' Hell, he's been beat a million times and he was white...hurt so bad and
made him so mad he'd smashed a well bucket" (175). To take Paul D's side without
considering the full range of experiences with the text could have ethical consequences
for the reader and position him outside of the moral spectrum of the novel. Thus, the
reader must consider his own sensibilities that inform his ideas of utility in the wake of
seemingly, impossible circumstances.
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Yet, again, the reader is almost forced into taking Sethe's side since the backdrop of
her rationale consists of one the darkest times in American history; one that cannot be
experienced with abstract knowledge, lest the reader risks taking a minimalists approach
and undervaluing its magnitude. Thus, we can view Sethe's killing of her baby and her
attempt to kill her other children in several ways. Morrison bases Sethe's character on
Margaret Garner, a woman who killed her child after escaping from a Kentucky
plantation when a slave catcher found her in Ohio in the 1850s . While this story was the
cause for celebrity of the time, it was not uncommon for enslaved mothers to kill or abort
their children rather than have them suffer a life of slavery. Just as there were well
meaning whites who owned slaves (the Garners) not because they were inhumane, but

because it was the thing to do: "The Garners, it seemed to her ran a special kind of
slavery, treating them like paid labor, listening to what they said, teaching what they
wanted known." (163), Margaret Gamer and Sethe did what any other mother would have
done in a similar situation. Jn this view, our sympathies for Sethe are softened as we
consider the temporal economy of the times.
Yet, children continued to be born into slavery; a fact that later haunts Sethe as she
recalls a moment in the time of her youth during a conversation with Denver and
Beloved. Morrison's narrator fills us in that Sethe grew up on a communal farm. She did
not have much contact with her mother but was looked after by Nan, an old woman with
"one good arm" who looked after all the children on the farm. (86). Nan tells Sethe that
she and her mother were on the Middle Passage:
Nan holding her with her good arm, waving the stump of the other in the
air. "Telling you. I am telling you, small girl Sethe," and she did that. She
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told Sethe that her mother and Nan were together from the sea. Both were
taken up many times by the crew. "She threw them all away but you. The
one from the crew she threw away on the island. The others from more
whites she also threw away. Without names. She threw them. You she
gave the name of the black man. She put her arms around him. The others
she did not put her arms around. Never. Never. Telling you. I am telling
you, small girl Sethe."
This recollection forces Sethe to confront her motivation and lures her into a longing for
Baby Suggs, a voice of reason and wisdom who saw seven of her eight children sold
away and who also could neither "approve or condemn Sethe's rough choice" (207).
Sethe insists that it was an act of love, and in fact Gurleen Grewal in her book Circles of
Sorrow: The Novels of Toni Morrison, refers to it as an "heroic act of resistance" (101);
however, there is something quite incredulous within the white space of her narrative;
what she doesn't say appears in the text in bold print alongside what she does say leaving
us with more questions than answers: "I took and put my babies where they'd be safe"
(194), "I wasn't going back there. I don't care who found who. Any life but that one. I
went to jail instead..." (50). These utterances that allude to the facts, also eludes them and
leaves her conviction unconvincing.
It would be simple just to blame the institution of slavery as the force which drove
Sethe to commit such a despicable act. It is no secret that slavery has left a stain on the
American landscape and elsewhere; however, to ethically do so, the reader would have to
understand the magnitude of what it is like to suffer under the abuses of slavery. One
could even blame the town's people who knew that the four horseman were coming to
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124 to take Sethe and her children back to slavery; yet, to do so, the reader would have to
share in that blame as the identity themes he's created implicates him as being a part of
that community. Therefore the reader must engage with the text; its characters, its
focalizations and its reflections of the readerly self in order to gain the level of
understanding needed to invoke an appropriate, ethical response. It requires a
reconstruction of our collective identity, disremembered. Phelan suggests that Morrison's
treatment of the text reifies the collaboration between reader and text, but it relinquishes
the responsibility of ethical engagement to the reader (12). This is not to say that
Morrison is absolved from rendering an ethically-responsible text, but inasmuch as
construction of the text, according to Holland, Bleich , is a readerly function, so too is it
the reader's responsibility to ethically engage with the text. By accepting this
responsibility the reader becomes complicit both in its reading and in its telling.
At first glance to some readers, Beloved might seem like another slave narrative that
aims to convict its readers over the harsh treatment endured by blacks, either because of
their denial of culpability citing no ancestral connections, or because of sheer apathy and
preference for letting bygones be bygones. Surely it meets some of the characteristics of
the slave narrative. In his essay "I Was Born: Slave Narratives... " James Olney describes
conventions of the slave narrative; among them are: the presence of a poetic epigraph;
passage from Romans 9: 25 (ii), description of a harsh overseer; School Teacher ( 219),
description of the good slave owner; Mr. Garner ( 18), details of harsh treatment and
beatings; taking ofSethe's milk (25) and reflections of slavery (153) Halie's long hours of
working to free his mother (emphasis added). However a closer look is sure to reveal a
blatant negation which is prefaced in the title of Olney's essay: "I Was Born". In Beloved
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there are only two references to births, and while Sethe has obviously birthed four
children and Baby Suggs eight, the two that are articulated are Denver; "And the magic
ofher birth, its miracle in fact, testified to that friendliness as did her own name" (24).
and Beloved: "But there was no stopping water breaking from a breaking womb and there
was no stopping now" (42). The two form an interesting juxtaposition with respect to
identity which is worth noting, that on one hand, possesses no access to the re-memories
ofthe others who come to 124 and is therefore an outcast, and on the other, carries the
legacy ofthe more than 60 million which transcends the memories ofeveryone in 124.
The two ofthem represent the lost and found ofidentity, not just for themselves, but for
all the inhabitants of 124, so it is interesting that the two references to birthing are
attributed to them, even more so as each ofthem undergo a kind ofrebirth as well.
Additionally, the relationship between Denver and Beloved positions the reader to think
about his identity as well, as it invites him to recognize the spaces Morrison leaves open
to not only personalize his connections with the text, but also to understand the social
context with which the ambiguity ofcollective identity functions to problematize an
ethical, affective response.
Ifwe look at Denver, we can see that she has a name and seemingly an identity. She
represents the future and is virtually unscathed by the harshness ofslavery. Ironically,
however, she is taunted by her exclusion and is void ofany memory ofher own. What
she does commit to memory are the memories ofothers which only keep her in a state of
isolation as she, like readers of Beloved, struggle to make sense of what has happened to
those around her. She wants to belong even ifit means being a former slave. When Paul
D mentions to her that he knew her father well, she first becomes excited, but as Paul D.
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begins to tell her about him, she realizes that her father, like everything else in her life,
belongs to those with the memories:
Denver sat down on the bottom step. There was nowhere else gracefully
to go. They were a twosome, saying "your daddy" and "Sweet Home" in a
way that made it clear both belonged to them and not to her. That her
own father' absence was not hers. Once the absence belonged to Grandma
Baby...Then it was her mother's absent husband. Now it was this hazelnut
stranger's friend. Only those who knew him...could claim his absence...
just as only those who lived in Sweet Home could remember it (14).
Morrison positions Denver as a surrogate for readers to whom we can look to gauge our
own ethical sensibilities not only about slavery, but also the collective memories of our
own lives: how much of it is lived experience as opposed to the recovered memories of
an "other." Like the reader, Denver's exposure to slavery is informed by what she is told,
and since she functions on the inside of the narrative, the reader can create a fictionalized
other of the self, using identity themes, to connect with Denver to create a depth of
consideration that will move readers toward an ethical position. Namely, the
understanding of why identity and personhood is so important to Denver that she would
imagine being a part of Sweet Home, even after the realization that it almost led to her
death. If not, the reader, like Sethe and Paul D, will continue to alienate her until she
eventually finds her own identity and loosen the grip of the past that haunts them all.
Beloved on the other hand, is said to possess no real identity: "Everybody knew
what she was called, but nobody anywhere knew her name...she cannot be lost because
no one is looking for her, and even if they were, how can they call her if they don't know
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her name?" (205), and yet, she encompasses the identities of many. She appears strangely
from the river and is at first believed to be a woman who had been locked away as her
skin is soft as a newbom's, but her age, the prominent scar on her neck and her name, all
led to the possibility that Beloved is a reincarnation of Sethe's dead daughter. Beloved
also shares her experience being in a place that sounds suspiciously like a ship on the
Middle Passage: "'Dark,' said Beloved. 'I'm small in that place. I'm like this here.' She
raised her head off the bed, lay down on her side and curled up. Denver covered her lips
with her fingers. 'Were you cold?' Beloved curled tighter and shook her head. 'Hot.
Nothing to breathe down there and no room to move in...a lot a people is down here.
Some dead."' (58). Beloved also takes on the persona of Sethe's mother as she recalls
events and situations that correspond to memories Sethe has of her past: "Where are your
diamonds?" (69) This paradoxical positioning of Beloved serves as an abstraction of the
past which becomes a source of release for Sethe as she is finally able, through Beloved,
to confront her past. It also relieves some of the anxiety readers feel in trying to justify
Sethe's killing of her baby in that Beloved not only exists as the "crawling-already baby
girl" incarnate, she serves as an allegorical figure who possesses all the memories of
slavery's past and along with them, converge on 124 to rid its inhabitants of its past by
reversing their predispositions to reject it.
As an allegorical figure, Beloved is able to guide the reader through the psychosis of
slavery as she singlehandedly, one-by-one, right sizes the lives of the people in 124, but
at an enormous cost. Sethe, at Beloved's bidding, is able to confront her past and
illuminate the unspeakable treatment she endured at Sweet Home which shines a light on
her motives for killing her baby daughter. Paul D regains his manhood after a sexual
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encounter with Beloved in the cold house, and Denver is able to relive her history, albeit
second-hand, through Beloved. However, Denver becomes less enamored with Beloved
as she had been when Beloved first arrived, or even when in her mind Beloved, as the
baby ghost, ranted through the house. The dichotomy that exists between Denver and
Beloved is perplexing. Denver develops a co-dependency with Beloved, but it is not
equal as Denver merely serves as a surrogate for Sethe when she is unavailable. Denver
begins to regress to an even lower state of isolation, and it becomes difficult for the
reader to rely on her as a reconstituted other.22 As Beloved becomes obsessed with Sethe.
Denver realizes that even though she has never spent a day enslaved, she can no longer
endure a home wrought by slavery's past. She shares the readers frustration in that Sethe,
Paul D and later Stamp Paid are reveling in their histories as slaves, and while it
eventually purges them of their loss, it creates an ethical dilemma for readers in whether
to john in the revelry out of sheer curiosity or condemn it as self destructive proposition.
When Sethe finds out from Paul D that her husband Halle witnessed the nephews taking
her milk, "The day I came in here. You said they stole your milk. "I never knew what it
was that messed him up ...whatever he saw in that barn that day broke him like a twig"
(81). She immediately annuls all the fond memories of him and berates him: "He saw
them boys do that to me and let them keep breathing air? He saw? He saw? He saw? ...If
he is alive and he saw that, he won't step foot in my door. Not Halle" (82). Even as Paul
D tries to explain that Halle was physically and mentally incapacitated, Sethe remains
unforgiving, which might give readers pause as the same set of circumstances caused her
to kill her own child.
22

See page 6, Newton
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In coming to the text, readers are, as Morrison describes, snatched23 into it. Once
there, readers are left to fend for themselves as Morrison remains relatively silent as to
any ethical position that should be taken by the reader. Even those that witness the brutal
killing of Sethe's baby daughter are no help: "Now, too late, he understood her. The heart
that pumped out love, the mouth that spoke the Word, didn't count. They came in her
yard anyway and she could not approve or condemn Sethe's rough choice" (180)
(Emphasis added).With no other recourse Denver looks outside to the community for
solace which as I mentioned earlier, represents a kind of rebirth as she has not ventured
out of 124 alone in 12 years. She connects to the community and begins a process that
ultimately leads to complete reconciliation with people in the community. Here the reader
can begin rebuilding identity themes as the idea of community provides a safe haven that
allows the reader to filter more latent content into his consciousness to engage the text
and make ethical judgments. By this time, Paul D has left 124 after learning that Sethe
had cut her baby's throat, after which Sethe becomes completely dominated by Beloved.
Sethe becomes withdrawn and apathetic, while Beloved becomes enlarged and
demanding. Denver, on the other hand, finds her own identity. She gets a job from a
white friend of Baby Suggs and begins studies with Lady Jones, a fair- skinned woman
with blond hair who herself suffers from identity issues and self-loathing. Through her,
Morrison toys with the idea of passing. However; together they are able to rally the
neighborhood to help Denver rescue her mother from Beloved.
While some of the community members view Sethe's torment justifiable as
retribution for murder: "Guess she had it coming" (194), others see it as an opportunity to
23
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reconcile with her as they share some of the blame for not warning Sethe that
Schoolteacher was in town looking for her. The text also positions the reader to assume
responsibility as well. As the community comes together to discuss the situation and to
decide whether or not to participate, the pity that the community feels for Sethe's torment
is overshadowed by the narrator's arrogant description of her: "She [Denver] had begun to
notice that even when Beloved was quiet, dreamy, minding her own business, Sethe got
her going again. Whispering, muttering some justification, some bit of clarifying
information to Beloved to explain what it had been like, and why, and how come. It was
as though Sethe didn't really want forgiveness given; she wanted it refused. And Beloved
helped her out" (188). When the community arrives at 124 they do not come to eradicate
a spirit, they come to remove Beloved: "You talking about flesh?" "I'm talking about
flesh" (301). As the group of about 30 woman begin to sing, Sethe sees Mr. Bodwin ( an
old friend of Baby Suggs and Denver's employer) coming up the street, and in her
dilapidated state, thinks it is School Teacher coming for her again. She snatches the ice
pick from Beloved's hand who is standing beside her naked and runs toward Mr. Bodwin
to attack; however, she is subdued by one of the ladies and her attack is thwarted. When
the commotion clears, Beloved has vanished.
One way of looking at these events is that the realization of community support
usurps Beloveds attempts to make her mother pay for what she did to her, causing
Beloved to flee. The idea that people no longer condemn Sethe, as apparently Paul D has
done, creates a less than hospitable environment for Beloved, and positions Seth to
forgive herself. Another way one could read this is that As Sethe thinks she is once again
threatened by the proposition being taken back into slavery, this time she defends
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Beloved by going after the perceived overseer: Beloved feeling vindicated has fulfilled
her purpose and must return to her prior state. There are other ways of looking at this
event. For example if we see Beloved as an allegorical manifestation of the 60 million
and more, we might read it asfait accompli in response to the community's acquiescence
of slavery and its effects; however this is unlikely since the community immediately
forgets her. "They forgot her like a bad dream. After they made up their tales, shaped and
decorated them, those that saw her that day on the porch quickly forgot her. It took longer
for those who has spoken to her, lived with her, fallen in love with her, to forget until
they realized they couldn't remember or repeat a single thing she said... So in the end, they
forgot her too (324).
In the aftermath, Seth is nursed back to relative health, Paul D returns to 124 and
Denver is no longer consumed by a history that she had no part in making. She has
become whole with an identity of her own choosing and the community is reconciled;
yet, for the reader the lived experience goes with him, away from the text as well as the
ethical responsibility that Morrison leaves him with as she admonishes that "this is not a
story to pass on" (324). Whether we look at this as a warning to pass it on or, to pass on
it, the reader must make the ethical decision.

PARADISE
Paradise epitomizes the patriarchal hegemony associated with the dominant culture's
insistence that racial division is necessary for the production of a master class. It
chronicles the plight of several generations of ex-slaves to establish a place of refuge
free from the influence and un-certainty of the outside world. In doing so, they replicate
the very institutions that have held them down. Morrison uses race as well as hierarchal
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symbols of power to establish boundaries of thought concerning the ways in which her
characters exist within those boundaries, but then relocates the affections of her readers
well outside of them. Her idea, it seems, is to displace the dominate culture to the
periphery while maintaining its gaze, but stopping short of reifying the nature of its
oppressive effects, leaving that task for her characters and, to a larger extent, her readers.
In Paradise, the town of Ruby (and Haven before it) is established based on racists and
separatists ideology. From the very beginning, Ruby emerges as a tightly held order
where the new fathers of the 8-rock clan controlled and manipulated the communal
spaces within the town. The power and influence wielded by the Morgan brothers is
legitimized by their ancestry. They use their collective memory of the Disallowing to
ensure that the 8-rock blood remains pure. It is the result of a self-inflicted internalization
of preference brought about by the demands of slavery and reconstruction.
As white dominance prescribes the social order of society in total, the founders of
Haven and later Ruby, using the only commodity they had� that could not be stripped
away--their pure black bloodlines--establish a similar social order which not only
acknowledges the validity of such a system, but invites a non-sustainable culture of
exclusion which competes for the sympathies of the text in its rendering, and the reader in
his understanding. Steward and Deacon Morgan, twin brothers and descendents of the
original founders of Haven, consider themselves the leaders and rightful heirs to the town
of Ruby, named after their sister who dies shortly before the town is established. The
town disregards whites and relegates them as an institution for which there is no
compromise: "Their horror of whites was convulsive but abstract" (189); however, the
town vehemently disapproves of light-skinned blacks and considers them an abomination
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which threatens the very survival of the 8-rock bloodlines. Additionally, the men of Ruby
are consumed with the acquisition of power and control and are predisposed by
phallocentrism. The empirical imperative this poses for the reader is a reification of the
racial and hierarchal establishment as either a destructive enterprise that obliterates
consideration of the other, or as a necessary evil to rectify and repair the damage done by
the dominant culture; thereby, effecting a means of protectionism from further abuses.
The ethical implications this poses for the reader provides no avenue of escape as
either choice requires an adjudication of the circumstances which will result in a
judgment that has no remedy because the outcome in either case will further the
production of hegemony and racial bias. As the Morgan twins prepare to leave Haven,
disintegrated by neglect and worsened by the war years, they contemplate the past from
stories told by the "old fathers" which form the basis of their constitutional edicts in
Ruby:
Ten generations had known what lay Out There: space, once beckoning
and free, became unmonitored and seething; become void where random
and organized evil erupted when and where it chose--behind any standing
tree, behind the door of any house, humble or grand. Out there where your
children were sport, your women quarry, and where your very person could
be annulled; where congregations carried arms to church and ropes coiled
in every saddle and every cluster of white men looked like a posse, being alone
was being dead. But lessons had been learned in relearned in the last three
generations about how to protect a town (16).
This commentary allows readers a glimpse into the past that for the founders and their
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descendents, creates an imbalance of sustenance at the hands of the white dominate
culture; however, it is the rejection by their own race, the disallowance, that enables and
codifies the separatists ideology that becomes the bedrock of Haven and the law in Ruby:
On a journey from Mississippi and two Louisiana parishes to Okla
homa, the one hundred fifty-eight freedmen, unwelcome on each grain
of soil from Yazoo to Fort Smith, turned away by rich Chocktaw and
poor whites, chased by yard dogs jeered at by camp prostitutes and
their children, they were nevertheless unprepared for the aggressive
discouragement they received from Negro towns already being built...
It stung them into confusion...In short, they were too poor, too bed
raggled-looking to enter, let alone reside in the communities that were
soliciting Negro homesteaders" (13-14).
This "one rebuff' of many becomes the mantra for all time and leads to a culture that
validates and reinforces the very nature of oppression they suffered under the institution
of slavery and subsequent racist policies, as well as the castigation they experienced from
their own race, and "explains why neither the founders of Haven, nor their descendents
could tolerate anybody but themselves" (13). They internalize the disallowing, not only
as a memorial that epitomizes the idea of a safe haven forcing them into isolation, but
also as a mindset that is exceedingly obstinate of society at large. They are cutoff from
the cultural and political paradigm shifts
occurring all around them and they are emphatically resistant to change. The disallowing
becomes the basis for all understanding and interpretation of the novel which hinges on
conformity as a means of maintaining power and control.
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Deacon and Steward Morgan represent the center of power in Ruby and through
them, community establishment is made to order, and while this conformity is relegated
to the town of Ruby, the reader must also conform (as do relative outsiders Richard
Misner and Pat Best) in order to engage the text on its own terms and avoid another
"disallowing" which would inhibit the readers ability to commit to the reification needed
to provide meaning to the text. Indeed, Ruby, orchestrated by the Morgan twins, is set up
as an exact replica of Haven, the town of the old fathers; however, they construct the
town from shared memories that are not based on actualities, but rather on re-memory or
spontaneous recurrences of past stories told to them by their forefathers: "Between them
they remember the details of everything that ever happened--things they witnessed and
things they have not...they have never forgotten the message or specifics of any story,
especially the controlling one told to them by their grandfather" (13). Consequently,
Ruby represents a vision that while reproduced exactly, cannot adhere to its strict
conservative mandates because it is based on an idealized image of nationhood, and
because the times do not require it. An example of this can be traced to the towns
communal oven which serves as a memorial in Ruby, symbolizing the triumph the old
fathers gained over the servitude of slavery and the disallowance by their own people but
in Haven, it not only served as a symbol, it was used as a community kitchen: "In 1910,
there were two churches in Haven and the All Citizens Bank, four rooms in the school
house, five stores selling food stuffs...but the traffic to the oven was greater than all
those...Haven people brought the kill to the oven and stayed...to fuss and quarrel...about
the proper test for done" (22). Even as Haven stood as a separatists enclave to enrich and
protect the heritage of the earlier 8-Rock families, it weltered under the weight of
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changing times, serving as another kind of disallowing. Although, the 8-Rock men try to
live up to the standards of their forefathers, they cannot control the tide of change that is
present all around them.
For Deacon and Steward, Ruby is a symbol of the self. The stories they grew up on
not only formed the basis for Ruby, but also for their own identities."They listened to
images and remembered every single thing because each detail was a jolt of pleasure,
erotic as a dream, out-thrilling and more purposeful than even the war they had fought in"
(16). This creates an impossible situation for the Morgan brothers as they possess one
collective memory but have no stories, no identities of their own, with which to compare
to others as a means of knowing themselves. It also complicates the reader's ability to
fulfill his obligation to the text (as Morrison imagines) because the reader can never
really know who Deacon and Steward are either as their total world view is based on an
assumed ideology for which they themselves have no point of reference.
As in Beloved, Morrison sets her characters adrift upon free indirect discourse and
streams of consciousness. Her third-person narrator is generally objective but as
previously mentioned, cannot be relied upon to render completely accurate information.
Memory and history are blurred in Paradise which seem to delegitimize the rendering of
reality; however, the reader must approach with the realization that African American
mysticism and the supernatural are actualities of the community and that Morrison's
aesthetic is centered on folklore as well as the oral tradition. Thus, memory is
interrogated in Paradise and like Beloved, becomes the vehicle that problematizes every
event in Ruby. From the inscription on the oven, to the Christmas reenactment that is
put on by the children every year to commemorate the disallowing, memory becomes the
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arbiter that ensures a provincial existence for the people of Ruby. However, even as Deek
and Steward attempt to maintain order in Ruby, Morrison's inclusion of binary elements
further complicates matters for them and present ethical considerations for the reader, as
many of these elements signify otherness: old vs. new, young vs. old, traditional
theology vs. contemporary theology, dark vs. light, male vs. female. Additionally,
Paradise shifts from the natural realm to the supernatural and pits reality against
perception.
Toni Morrison resists the black/white dichotomy, however, opting to maintain
the white gaze outside of the narrative but within the periphery of the reader. This too has
ethical implications because it beckons the reader to inquire about race, not to mention
that Morrison has upped the ante by introducing the unnamed white girl in the opening
lines. Still Morrison does, however, exploits hegemony and tinker with patriarchy, power
and influence, all elements of the dominant culture. But there is another binary emerging
in Ruby that parallels the lived experience of the reader transacting with the text, and
threatens to foreclose on the collective memories that make up the town's history; that is,
the official record being told by the town's elect, against the written record being
documented by Patricia Best who takes on the task as the "unofficial" town historian.
Patricia who is an abstract figure in Ruby represents a blatant violation of the "blood
rule" (199). She is the fair-skinned daughter of Roger Best and widow of Billy Cato, a
descendent of the original 8-rock clan. She and her father, who married a woman who
"looked like a cracker" (196), is shunned by the community; however her marriage to an
8-rock exempts her from the disparagement that her mother endured. Patricia constructs
genealogies of Ruby's families from bibles, church records and marriage certificates and
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records events as they actually happen; however they do not emerge as the official
records of Ruby because just as the Morgan twins control the historical narrative of the
past, the continue to control it as it is happening. When Menus Jury returns to Ruby from
Vietnam with a young fair-skinned wife, the 8-rocks reject her and punish him: "Look at
what they did to Menus, forcing him to give back or return the woman he brought home
to marry. The pretty Sandy-haired girl from Virginia. Menus lost (or was forced to give
up) the house he'd bought for her and he hadn't been sober since" (195). According to
Ruby's official record, Menus becomes an alcoholic due to what might be described is
post traumatic stress disorder as result of his service in Vietnam; however, Patricia notes
that Menus' sorrow is the result of his losses: his love and his home.
As I mention earlier, Morrison intends to decontextualize racial identity by first
exploiting it, then relegating it to the white spaces of the narrative. Morrison's use of
Patricia Best as a stand in for the symbolic order of white supremacy is one of the ways
Morrison asks us to keep race on the table without inserting it. Patricia interrogates the
inner workings of the 8-rock clan and comments on their racist ideology by pointing to
her own identity: "Daddy, they don't hate us because Mama was your first customer, they
hate us because she looked like a cracker and was bound to have cracker looking children
like me, and although I married Billy Cato who was an 8-rock like you, like them, I
passed the skin color on to my daughter as you and everybody know I would" (196).
Lucille Fultz in Playing With Difference contends that Patricia's narrative is merely a
textural strategy to get readers to intimately engage in the narrative process and that the
presence of racial markers are excluded by design (78); however I would argue that while
race is not being exploited in Paradise, racial markers are ever present. If as Morrison
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contends that she hoped readers would focus on everything else about the convent
women except race, then she could have simply written, they shoot the youngest girl first.
By using a slight ofhand reference to the white girl, Morrison plays the proverbial "race
card" which creates a preoccupation in the minds ofreaders to ponder who the white girl
lS.

Nonetheless, I'd like to offer another explanation concerning the white girl which
begs the question ofnot who, but why? Is this a crime of opportunity or a crime of
passion? Marni Gautheir, in her article "The Other Side ofParadise: Toni Morrison's
(Un)making ofMythic History, points out that one ofDeek's most powerful memories is
also his most primal (107). In 1932, in the wake ofthe Great Depression, Deek and
Steward go on a grand tour with their father to see how the other all-black towns were
fairing. After riding though towns in various states ofdecline, they entered a light
skinned town, similar to Fairly, which seemed virtually unscathed by the Depression:
In one ofthe prosperous ones, Deek and Steward watched nine
teen Negro ladies arrange themselves on the step ofthe town hall.
They wore Summer dresses ofmaterial the lightness, the delicacy
ofwhich neither ofthem had ever seen ... Laughing and teasing,
they preened for a photographer... Slender feet turned and tipped
in thin leather shoes. Their skin, creamy and luminous in the after
noon sun, took away his breath...Without a word they [the twins]
agreed to fall off the railing. While they wrestled on the ground,
ruining their pants and shirts, the Negro ladies turned around to see.
Deek and Steward got the smiles they wanted... Even now the verbena
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scent was clear; even now the summer dresses, the creamy, sunlit skin
excited him. If he and Steward had not thrown themselves off the
railing they would have burst into tears. ( 109-110)
For Deek and Steward the experience is perplexing. One the one hand, they are enamored
with these ladies. Their primal desires activate an eroticism that as boys they would fain
to have understood, but as men are indicted against the realization that these light-skinned
women who exhibit the unbridled independence that they despise, are products of the
disallowing that has defined Ruby's national identity and to some extent, their own.
Gauthier posits that these memories both excite and repulse the Morgan twins. She
contends that the image of "creamy skin" invokes a forbidden desire (Unmaking) that
gives wayJ:o the idea foreshadowed by Patricia Best that "everything that worries them
must come from women" (217).
With their laughing, teasing and preening the nineteen negro ladies become the "new
and obscene breed of female" who now inhabit the convent and who must be dealt with
for "sullying" their personal history (279). Shooting the white girl first ensures that the
miscegenation that created the people in Fairly which lead to the "disallowing," as well as
the first "visible glitch" (197) in the 8-rock bloodline, will not cause any more damage,
either to the integrity of the 8-rock "blood rule" or to the collective memory of Deek and
Steward which serves as the foundational history of Ruby. This idea along with the
second sentence in the novel which prefaces the urgency in getting the white girl by de
prioritizing next steps: "With the rest they can take their time" (6), makes it clear that
getting the white girl first was not just a crime of opportunity. This is important because
it engenders a conversation about trauma precipitated by the lingering effects of slavery
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and the fear associated with its realities. Like Sethe in Beloved, the fear of being taken
back causes her to do the unspeakable, and although Sethe's predicament presented the
physicality of a clear and present danger, the Morgan brothers and the other men of Ruby
are driven by a more psychic urge; one that threatens to usurp the patriarchal stronghold
they have over the community, causing an identity crisis that means to indoctrinate them
to a more homogenous world view. Rob Davidson asserts that even a potential threat to
the status quo of Ruby becomes an emergency (359). These fears are fed to a large degree
by the communal oven's inscription which originally read "Beware the Furrow of His
brow" and stands as the official reading as part of the inscription has fallen off during the
transport to Ruby. The inscription not only serves as a spiritual reminder that God is
watching and requires adherence to the "law" (Gillespie 138), but also as an admonition
not to forget the disallowing which stands as a pillar of Ruby's nationhood and shapes the
town's world view. The oven becomes a point of contention as the younger residents of
Ruby propose a change. They argue that a more participatory phrase is in order that
aligns with the black empowerment and self awareness movements of the times. They
propose "Be the Furrow of His brow" which met with venomous rejection by Steward
Morgan:"'Excuse me, sir. What's so wrong about 'Be the Furrow of His Brow'?... 'We are
the power...' As could be expected Steward Morgan had the last word...Listen here...If
you, any one of you, ignore, change, take away or add to the words in the mouth of that
Oven, I will blow your head off just like you was a hood-eye snake" (87). As Davidson
observes, the Morgans are not "brute terrorists" (359); however, they understand that the
only way to maintain power and establish moral authority is to control the narrative of the
ancestral histography of the town. The dispute over the oven's inscription demonstrates
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the extent to which Steward will go to preserve the legacy of the old fathers which to a
large extent serves as his identity.
Even if we do not agree with what the men of Ruby did to the convent women, it
positions us think about alterity in ways that filter our distain and solicit our empathy, but
also forces us to consider our assumptions and predispositions about community, race
and individual relativism within the dominate socialized culture. Unlike Beloved where
the text remains silent, or at the very least ambiguous as to the ethical position readers
should take. Morrison makes it clear that the patriarchal racists society that is built in
Ruby and the subsequent attack on the convent women is fundamentally and morally
wrong. However, like Beloved, the text imagines a reader that sees himself as part of the
historical landscape that gives birth to such exegeses, not for the purposes of lamenting
our participation, but to develop an awareness that ideas of self- preservation, isolation
and protectionism lead to exceptionalism, and the exclusion and rejection of the other.
Morrison reminds us that our participation in the throes of Paradise should serve as a
catharsis just as it has for the town of Ruby. In the aftermath of the attack on the convent,
the words on the oven are appropriately applied: not "Beware the Furrow of His brow."
Neither "Be the Furrow of His brow," but "We are the Furrow of His brow" (278).
CONCLUSION

Reader-response focuses on the importance of the reader's role in interpreting texts.
It supposes that readers create meaning through a transaction with the text through the
application of his experience and knowledge. Reader-response rails against the idea that
the text in a literary work is a fixed object with inherent meaning that cannot be
negotiated, but espouses the idea that a subjective response is the appropriate response in
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